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Introduction 
Style guidelines provide general guidance, editorial standards, and best practices that support 
Syntellis Performance Solutions quality initiatives. They also provide a comprehensive list of 
preferred word conventions and usage that supports consistency across our deliverables and 
products. 

Guidelines constantly evolve and change. As you become familiar with this document, please 
add your comments and suggestions directly in this PDF, or contact Katy Campion.  

For easy access, guideline topics appear in “Syntellis Purple.” 

Writing references 
This collection of guidelines are based on well-established, industry-standard guidance, and 
writing and localization best practices from the following references: 

• Chicago Manual of Style (for general usage) 

• AP Stylebook Online (for general usage) 

• Microsoft Style Guide (for UI- and web-specific usage questions that are not covered by 
the AP Stylebook or the Chicago Manual of Style) 

• Syntellis Style Guide (for Syntellis marketing communications) 

Our preferred dictionary the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language. 

Guideline suggestions and updates 
The Customer Knowledge Style Guidelines document is a collaborative document. As members 
of this team, we are all responsible for ensuring the accuracy of the information, providing 
feedback, researching best practices, and requesting updates. 

To suggest changes to existing style guidelines or propose new guidelines, post suggestions in 
the Microsoft Team Style Guidelines channel for team members to weigh in or share expertise.  

Using this style guide 
The following sections and topics are presented in alphabetical order: 

• General writing style  ̶  General guidance for how we write documentation, including 
capitalization, voice and tense, lists, dates and times, measurements, and jargon. 

• Grammar  ̶  Components of grammar, such as nouns, verbs, plurals, and so on. 

• Punctuation  ̶  Rules and usage, including periods, commas, quotations, hyphenation, 
and so on. 

• Screen captures and graphics  ̶  General guidance and specifications. 

• User-centered writing strategies  ̶  Recommendations for making our technical 
documentation deliverables more usable, useful, and easy to understand. 
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• User interface  Descriptions and best practices for documenting user interface (UI) 
controls.    

• Preferred terminology and phrases  Recommended words and phrases that support 
consistency across products, support localization best practices, and reduce ambiguity 
for non-native English readers.  
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General writing style 
General writing style ensures consistency across our products and deliverables and establishes 
a casual yet professional tone. Although we can draw upon several different sources for style 
guidance, our agreed-upon writing style helps reduce errors and inconsistencies that cause 
confusion for our readers. 

Abbreviations and acronyms 
An abbreviation is a shortened form of a word or name that we use in place of the full word or 
name. Unless an abbreviation or acronym is extremely well-known and understood in 
mainstream documentation, define all acronyms and abbreviations. 

Follow the rule of first citation when using acronyms. Provide the description and place the 
acronym in parentheses (for example, Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 
(HIPAA)) at the first occurrence in each online help topic. 

Acronyms on user interface  
When referring to a user interface (UI) label with an abbreviation or acronym, present the 
acronym first and the description in parentheses. For example, if your application contains a 
field called NPI, write Enter the National Provider Identifier (NPI) number. 

Acronyms in titles 
You can use an acronym in a title; however, you must spell out the acronym in the body of the 
topic. 

Common acronyms 
Capitalize the expanded acronym as you would typically write it. Do not capitalize the first letter 
of each word in the acronym if the word is not a proper noun or not typically capitalized in the 
context of the sentence. 

If the acronym is extremely common, you do not need to expand it. 

Pluralized acronyms 
To make acronyms plural, use an s without the apostrophe (for example, IDs). Do not pluralize 
acronyms that are already plural. For example, FAQ stands for frequently asked questions, so do 
not write FAQs.  

Academic degrees 
The following degrees require periods in their designations: 

• B.A. 

• B.S. 

• M.B.A. 

• M.D. 
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Department names 
Capitalize the names of our departments when referring to them specifically, such as Marketing 
or Sales. Do not abbreviate department names, except for department names that are 
expressed in text as initials, such as IT. 

Corporate titles 
Capitalize the titles of all executives, regardless of whether they precede or follow the person’s 
name: 

• Syntellis CEO Flint Brenton announced first-quarter earnings results. 

• Kris Kildahl, Syntellis Chief People Officer, congratulated employees for their dedication 
during the year.  

You do not need to spell out commonly understood roles, such as CEO, CFO, and CIO. These 
designations do not require periods; however, they must be capitalized.  

Contractions 
Contractions—in which an apostrophe is used to "contract" two words into one by joining parts 
of each word—are considered to be informal and conversational (for example, don’t versus do 
not). Contractions can create a friendly tone; however, most published style references advise 
against using contractions in technical documentation, including: 

• Chicago Manual of Style 

• The Associated Press Stylebook 

• Microsoft Style Guide 

• Elements of International English Style 

In keeping with the goal of writing user-centered content, carefully consider the audience when 
using contractions. At Syntellis, use contractions in Marketing material to communicate a 
friendly tone and connection with the customers. In technical documentation and course 
content, be judicious when using contractions and consider English as a foreign language (EFL) 
readers when deciding which contractions to use. In most cases, the best practice is to avoid 
the use of contractions in technical documentation.  

Dates, days, and times 
The passage of time is expressed using specific dates and numerical representations of hours 
and minutes. 

Dates 

• Use this format for dates:  Month, Day, Year (for example, December 30, 2004). 

• Spell out the name of the month in dates (for example, January 14, 2021). 

• Follow the UI when expressing dates. 
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• Use preformatted formats for dates that appear in templates and forms (for example, 
MM/DD/YYYY or MMDDYY). 

• Use numbers and slashes for dates on the UI, if supported by code.  

• Use occurs rather than falls when referring to date ranges (for example, The upgrade 
occurs between January 14 and January 21). 

Days of the week 

• Capitalize the days of the week. Don't use abbreviations unless space is extremely 
limited. Don't include a period with the abbreviations. 

• When required, use three-letter abbreviations (for example, Sun, Mon, Tue, and so on). 

• In calendars and date picker UI controls, you can use one- or two-letter abbreviations. 

• For the three-letter and two-letter abbreviations, use sentence-style capitalization (Su), 
and not uppercase (SU). 

Month  

• Capitalize the names of months and their abbreviations. 

• Don't use abbreviations unless space is extremely limited. 

• Use three-letter abbreviations when necessary. 

• Don't include a period with the abbreviations. 

Seasons 
When referring to season, write in lowercase unless the season is at the beginning of the 
sentence or part of a formal name (for example, fall 2022, Winter Olympics, spring).  

Time 

• Use the capital letters AM and PM, preceded by a space (for example, 10:45 AM). 

• Use numerals with units of time (days, hours, weeks). 

• For time ranges, use the word to (for example, 10:00 AM to 2:00 PM).  

• Use noon and midnight rather than 12:00 noon and 12:00 midnight.  

• Do not use the term 24/7. 

Time zones 

• Capitalize the full name of the time in force within a particular zone, such as Eastern 
Time, Mountain Time, Central Time, and Pacific Time. 

• When using time zone abbreviations, use capital letters with no periods (for example, ET, 
CT, MT, and PT). 

• Do not refer to Daylight or Standard time, as these references become obsolete, 
depending on the season. When referring to 6:00 PM MT, the time is 6:00, regardless of 
the time of year. 
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Do not use semicolons at the end of bulleted elements or the word and when constructing a 
bulleted list. 

Measurements 
Measurements include distance, temperature, volume, inches, fluids, height, weight, and units of 
time. Computer measurements, such as bits, bytes, megabytes, and gigabytes, are also 
considered units of measure. 

• Use numerals for all measurements, even if the number is less than 10. This guideline is 
true regardless of whether the measurement unit is spelled out or abbreviated. 

o 5 inches 
o 24 hours 
o 1 day 
o 1 gigabyte 
o 7 fluid ounces 
o 100 pounds 

• When referring to two or more quantities, repeat the unit of measure (for example, Define 
the time as 12 hours or 24 hours).   

• Use numbers and a lowercase “x” when referring to screen resolutions (for example, 
1024 x 768). 

• Always keep values and units of measure together on the same line. 

• When a measurement is used as an adjective, use a hyphen to connect the number to 
the measurement. Otherwise, do not use a hyphen: 

o 12-point type 
o 8.5-by-11-inch paper 
o A 40-hour work week 

Numbers and percentages 
The general rule is to spell out numbers one through nine and use numerals for the number 10 
and higher.  

Numbers:  

• Spell out zero through nine if the number does not precede a unit of measure or is not 
used in input. 

• Use numerals for 10 and above. 

• Use figures when expressing millions or billions; however, in presentation material where 
space is limited, abbreviate millions or billions as M or B, respectively (for example, 
$345M or 994B).  

• For round numbers of 1 million or more, use a numeral plus the word, even if the prefix 
number is less than 10. 
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Phone numbers 
Include the complete information necessary to call the number from anywhere in the 
world, including the country code and the city code. Separate phone numbers with periods 
(US) or spaces for readability. 
Examples: 
+1 02.345.6789 
12 34 567 890 

Parallelism 
Parallelism, which is also known as parallel structure or parallel construction, is a balance within 
one or more sentences of similar phrases or clauses with the same grammatical structure.  
Parallelism provides both clarity and rhythm in writing, improves readability, and helps users 
process, comprehend, and recall information.  

To write in parallel structure, balance parts of a sentence with their correlating parts (for 
example, nouns with nouns and prepositional phrases with prepositional phrases). Occasionally, 
you might need to repeat any of the following:  

• A preposition  

• An article, such as a, an, or the  

• The to in an infinitive  

• The introductory word in a clause or phrase 

In procedures and numbered steps, begin sentences with imperative verbs whenever possible.  

In lists, maintain parallelism by using all complete sentences or all incomplete clauses or short 
phrases, but not a mix of both. 

Special characters 
For special characters, use the word for the symbol, followed by the symbol in parentheses.  

• Use an asterisk (*) for wildcard searches. 

• To identify digital content on a specific topic, your Twitter hashtag must contain the 
hashtag symbol (#) followed by a word or phrase. 
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• Do not use ellipsis in documentation, except in code syntax to indicate omitted code in 
technical material. 

• Do not use ellipsis in column headings. 

Hyphens and hyphenation 
Hyphens are punctuation marks that join multiple adjectives to indicate a combined meaning or 
linkage, the division of a word at the end of a line, or a missing or implied element.  

Examples: 

• Syntellis offers toll-free numbers for customers to contact us with questions.  

• Many users prefer to make long-distance calls from their mobile devices.  

If you are in doubt about whether to hyphenate a modifier, the trend is toward less hyphenation. 
If the term is not confusing or ambiguous, do not hyphenate it. However, if omitting the hyphen 
makes the term more difficult to understand, include the hyphen. 

Guidelines: 

• Hyphenate two or more words that precede and modify a noun as a unit if confusion 
might result. 

Examples: 

o lower-left corner 
o read-only memory 
o floating-point decimal 

• Hyphenate two words that precede and modify a noun as a unit if one of the words is a 
past or present participle. 

Examples: 

o HIPAA-protected information 
o age-related illness 

• Hyphenate compound numerals and fractions. 

Examples: 

o sixty-fifth birthday 
o one-third of affected customers 

• When necessary for clarity, hyphenate words with double letters only if users might be 
confused or the meaning is unclear. 

Examples: 

o re-edit 
o re-engineered 

  







    

  37 
 

Slash mark 
The slash is a slanting line most often used to represent division, fractions, date separations, 
and implied combinations. The slash rendered in reverse is known as the backslash, and is 
typically used in computing. 

Use slash (or backslash): 

• Between the numerator and denominator of fractions in equations that occur in text 

• In constructions that imply a combination (for example, on/off switch) 

• To separate parts of an internet address such as the protocol name (for example, 
http://mslibrary.com/catalog/collect.doc) 

• When referring to server, folder, and file names (for example, 
\\mslibrary\catalog\collect.doc) 

Do not use slash (or backslash): 

• In sentence constructions to indicate a choice, such as either/or and and/or 

• To separate two verbs (for example, Open the File menu and open/close the file) 
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Screen captures and graphics 
Use screen captures judiciously and only when an image enhances comprehension or illustrates 
a complex concept or page. Avoid using screen captures after every step in a procedure (as 
confirmation of a user action) or repeating the same screen capture in different tasks within a 
chapter.  

Screen captures 
Consider the following when determining whether to use screen captures: 

• Any small change in the application that affects the interface, such as minor rebranding 
or color changes, requires new screen captures, which is extremely time-consuming. 

• Accurate demo data and setup can be cumbersome and time-consuming for SMEs. 

• Screen captures increase the file size of PDF files and printed deliverables. Eliminating 
unnecessary images can reduce the page count of PDF files. 

• Screen captures can increase production time.  

However, screen captures are effective (and often necessary) when the interface is complex 
and can enhance or clarify the topic.  

Guidelines: 

• Make screen captures large enough for the audience to read all relevant details. 

• If the screen capture calls attention to a specific control or menu, capture only the 
immediate area surrounding that control rather than the entire page. 

• Avoid capturing empty areas of a page. 

• Capture and crop images carefully. 

• Use a standard Windows color theme for screen captures.  

• Capture screens without the title bar to prevent rework if the product name changes. 

• Do not use figure numbering or captions for images and graphics. 

• Do not capture the cursor unless it is useful for readers. 

• Do not use inline images within text or embed icons within sentences. 

• Maintain confidentiality and compliance with all HIPAA compliance requirements by 
blurring all private patient information.  

• Hide your personal bookmarks, favorites bar, and task bar when capturing screens. 
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Thumbnails 
Use thumbnail images to condense screen captures so that they take up less space. Users 
expand the thumbnails to full-size screen captures by clicking them. 

Specifications 

Alignment 
Left-justify Images to align with the paragraph. 

Indent images to align with the first character of a numbered step or bullet. 

Borders 
Guidelines: 

• Color: R:68 G:68 B:68; Hex #444444 
 

 
• Thickness: 1 px (Flare) or 1 pt (SnagIt) 

 

 
• Do not apply borders for diagrams and other illustrations that are not screen captures. 
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Callouts and annotations 
Guidelines and best practices: 

• Use approved corporate brand color themes.  

• Save the editable source file in addition to the .png file so that you can easily modify the 
annotations if needed. For example, save the image as a .snag file in SnagIt. 

Figure numbering and captions 
We do not use figure numbering or captions in customer-facing documentation.  

File types 
Save most images as a .png file type. 

Quality and size 
To maintain consistency across screen captures, keep the application window the same size 
each time you capture.  
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User-centered writing strategies 
User-centered writing focuses on making documentation usable, useful, and easy to 
understand. As technical writers, a user-centered approach requires that we thoroughly 
understand and empathize with our target audience, including their constraints and preferences. 

User-centered writing 
User-centered writing focuses on how users really consume technical content.  

Research suggests that online users:  

• Search for specific bits of information.  

• Jump from topic to topic.  

• Read quickly.  

• Skip what they know.  

• Scan content in an unpredictable pattern.  

Many users are too busy to read through dense documentation. Other users never consult 
documentation or use it only as a last resort.  

We should anticipate that users might be stressed or frustrated when they turn to 
documentation. The user-centered approach eliminates bulky blocks of text in favor of 
scannable content that is designed to answer users' questions.  

What's different about user-centered writing? 
User-centered writing provides only the content that users really need and adapts to the audience 
as much as possible.  

User-centered writing: 

• Presents information in an action-oriented approach  

• Focuses on accomplishing tasks  

• Supports reading to learn and do  

• Supports error recognition and recovery  

• Uses simple language  

• Presents information in short sentences, paragraphs, and lists 

Guiding principles 
When writing documentation, use an action-oriented approach that helps users avoid errors and 
quickly access information.  

  



    

  42 
 

Present information in an action-oriented approach:  

• Explain concepts. 

• Emphasize tasks. 

• Follow a straightforward workflow.  

Present information according to the user's perspective:  

• Describe task objectives or goals, not the UI.  

• Help users avoid errors.  

• Promote established best practices.  

Help users access the information they need: 

• Organize content that supports workflows  

• Use intuitive headings  

• Provide informative conceptual information and tasks  

User-centered document design 
User-centered document design leads to improved usability, comprehension, and accessibility.  

User-centered documentation is:  

• Task-oriented, accurate, and complete (usable)  

• Clear and concise (easy to read and comprehend)  

• Predictable, scannable, and visually effective (accessible)  

We apply the following concepts to all levels of our writing to support how users read 
documentation:  

• TOC (Table of Contents) level  

• Topic level  

• Sentence level  

TOC-level design  
TOC-level design presents information in a logical flow or common path that helps users quickly 
locate solutions and answers to questions. This design strategy: 

• Presents a logical hierarchy of information 

• Never assumes that users read sequentially  

• Orients users to locations and situations  

• Presents the most common path  

• Layers information as primary and secondary  

o Primary information is immediately useful and essential  
o Secondary information provides background and is needed by fewer users  
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• Uses consistent navigation, location, and terminology 

• Uses high-level organizers or a recognizable scheme for lists and tables.  

Topic-level design  
Topic-level design uses intuitive titles and informative short descriptions to help users decide 
whether to keep reading.  

User-centered topics and sections:  

• Are modular and independent.  

• Focus on the primary user.  

• Have titles that reveal the objective or goal.  

• Present summary or business purpose information first (general to specific).  

• Identify prerequisites and preconditions.  

• Present just enough information to learn concepts or complete tasks.  

• Provide real-world examples and scenarios.  

• Avoid obvious result statements.  

• Avoid unnecessary information or circular descriptions.  

• Use images judiciously.  

Sentence-level design  
Sentence-level design streamlines content using simple, straightforward language, providing 
only essential information, and applying consistent terminology.  

User-centered sentences, tables, and lists:  

• Use active voice and present tense.  

• Address users directly.  

• Use imperative verbs for steps and instructions.  

• Use straightforward sentences and simple language.  

• Spell out acronyms.  

• Avoid false subjects (it is, there is, there are) at the beginning of sentences. 

• Avoid using noun forms as verbs. 

• Avoid unnecessary infinitive sentences. 
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Streamlined content and simple language 
To write streamlined content, provide only the necessary information and use simple, 
straightforward language. Eliminate intuitive or self-evident information such as circular field 
descriptions, explanations of standard Windows functionality, or expected results statements. 
Ensure that your content focuses on essential information and how to perform tasks. 

Characteristics of streamlined content: 

• Focuses on critical information 

• Helps users avoid errors and resolve issues when errors occur 

• Uses fewer words in an action-oriented context 

• Reduces obvious results and unnecessary descriptions 

• Eliminates ROT (redundant, outdated, trivial) content 

Tips for writing streamlined content 

• Improve scannability by using bulleted lists instead of serial lists. 

• Provide only the information that is critical for users. 

• Create intuitive headings, captions, and callouts that reveal the task or goal. 

• Keep paragraphs and sentences short. 

• Use tables to define ambiguous icons or controls. 

• Use imperative verbs to begin steps. 

• Include nonintuitive information in steps rather than in separate notes. 

• Paraphrase longer system messages and include the preferred user response. 

• Avoid including UI control names such as buttons, lists, windows, and fields (for 
example, Click Continue instead of Click the Continue button). 

• Avoid duplicating information in multiple topics.  

• Avoid providing specific locations and descriptions of fields and UI controls. 

• Avoid circular definitions and instructions (for example, Enter the address in the Address 
field). 

Unnecessary words and phrases (throw-away words) 
To create concise documents, eliminate excessive and unnecessary words. Content that 
reflects straightforward language, simple sentence construction, and consistent terminology 
improves comprehension and memorability. 

Help readers understand technical content by using simple, direct language: 

• Simple present tense 

• Second-person, active voice (you or users) 

• Plural constructions (to avoid subject/verb disagreement and he/she constructions) 
















































































