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Process for Creating a Detailed Design Document

In order to write good documentation, it is a good idea to start with the specifications of the design before you actually design the system. This will get you into the practice of writing the documentation throughout the life of the project. It is also a good first step to show your client in order to make sure you are both on the same page. This first step also sets up possibilities of revising and improving your design. It’s much easier to delete/add a paragraph in a Word document explaining the concepts, than it is to change the code or design of the system when it is in progress. 

The second reason for writing a detailed design document is that you only have to communicate your plan once. Everyone on your team can read your document. When you don’t have the information written down, interpretation can change depending on your point of view, meaning that marketing, management, quality assurance, technical writing and the like might not agree on the end results. 

Another reason for writing your design document is that it promotes proper scheduling. System development costs time and money and a business has to know what the end-product will cost and how long it will take to implement. 

A common problem within a system design team is when something becomes debatable. The decisions that must be made cannot be put off or ignored in order to finish the written documentation. This document-writing method promotes the decision-making process so there can be no ambiguity. 


There are two kinds of documentation; they are functional and technical documentation. Technical specs describe the internal implementation of a software program and functional specs describe how a product will work from the user perspective. It talks about screens, menus, and dialogs, for example where the technical specs talk about RDM’s, algorithms, and programming languages. The user experience is very important. How the screens work and what they do should be documented. Such things as a flow chart, screen by screen specifications, main menu description, and how to log in, are important in the detailed design document. 

The successful document is written by one author. By allowing one person to take ownership and responsibility of the document, it becomes more valuable. That way if anything is wrong with the document, you can identify who should correct it. The best documents are also “alive”. That means they are continually updated if the project changes or becomes out of date. Since the detailed design document should include an overview, details, non-goals (what is not in the project), open issues, and side notes, you will continually be changing the open issues as they get resolved. 

By following this process, you will have a much cleaner and easier way to keep track of any design changes and a method of communication that is dependable. It has been said that it is cheaper to make a change before any code had been written than it is to wait until after the implementation is complete (Jakob Nielsen) so taking the time to write and re-write your document will be well-worth your effort. 
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