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Legacy technical manuals remain a fact of life across many defence and aerospace programmes. Engineering 
documentation, maintenance manuals, illustrated parts catalogues and training publications often evolve over decades, 
supporting platforms that continue to operate long beyond their original service lives.

For many organisations, these publications continue to fulfil their primary purpose. They are maintained, updated 
when required and familiar to the people who use them. As a result, modernisation initiatives can often be delayed in 
favour of more immediate operational priorities.

However, while legacy documentation may appear to be functioning adequately, it can increasingly become a constraint 
on availability, supportability and operational effectiveness.

The question is no longer whether the documentation works, but whether it continues to support modern maintenance 
and support requirements as effectively as it should.

Legacy Publications Were Never Designed for Today’s Operating Environment
Many technical publications in service today were originally developed as paper-based deliverables. Even where 
they have been converted to PDF or electronic formats, their structure often reflects a document-centric approach 
developed decades ago.

This creates several challenges…

Engineering changes frequently need to be applied across multiple publications. Information is often duplicated 
between manuals, training materials and support documentation. As technical libraries continue to grow, maintaining 
consistency between documents becomes increasingly difficult.

A relatively small engineering change may require updates across numerous publications, each of which must be 
reviewed, approved and distributed separately.

The result is not necessarily poor documentation. Rather, it is a documentation architecture that was never designed 
to support the speed, complexity and interconnected nature of modern defence support environments.
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The Impact on Maintenance Efficiency
Technical documentation exists to support maintainers in completing tasks safely, accurately and efficiently. So, when 
information is difficult to locate, maintenance activity takes longer. Technicians may need to:

•	 Search multiple publications

•	 Cross-reference procedures

•	 Review engineering documentation separately from maintenance instructions

•	 Navigate large PDF libraries

•	 Confirm they are viewing the most current information

Individually, these delays can appear insignificant. Across an entire fleet, they become substantial.

Consider a simple example:

100,000 maintenance tasks per year

5 additional minutes spent locating information per task

= 500,000 minutes

= 8,333 hours annually

Those are thousands of hours that could otherwise be spent performing maintenance activities  
rather than searching for information.

More importantly, delays in maintenance directly influence:

•	 Equipment availability

•	 Turnaround times

•	 Operational readiness

•	 Workforce productivity

Documentation therefore becomes more than a publication issue. It becomes an operational issue.

The Challenge of Knowledge Retention
Many defence organisations rely heavily on the experience of long-serving personnel. Experienced engineers, 
maintainers and technical authors often understand where information resides, which procedures require additional 
attention and how documentation should be interpreted.

Over time, this knowledge becomes embedded within individuals rather than within the technical information itself.

This creates risk.

As experienced personnel retire or move to different programmes, organisations can lose valuable operational 
knowledge. New personnel require additional training, onboarding periods become longer and subject matter experts 
are frequently diverted from other tasks to provide support.

Modernisation initiatives often create an opportunity to capture and formalise this knowledge, ensuring that critical 
information remains accessible regardless of workforce changes.



PENNANT’S THOUGHT LEADERSHIP ARTICLES

Managing Complexity Through Structured Technical Information
As platforms become more digitally enabled, technical information must evolve alongside them. Structured technical 
publication standards such as S1000D provide a fundamentally different approach to information management.

Instead of managing content as large documents, information is developed as reusable data modules that can be 
assembled and presented in different ways depending on user needs. This provides several advantages:

•	 Reduced duplication of content

•	 Improved configuration control

•	 More efficient change management

•	 Greater consistency across publications

•	 Simplified maintenance of large documentation libraries

Rather than updating the same information repeatedly across multiple manuals, content can be created once and 
reused wherever it is needed. As documentation libraries continue to expand, this approach becomes increasingly 
valuable.

Digital Technical Information Supports Better Outcomes
The evolution from static documentation to digital technical information is not simply about replacing PDFs. It is about 
improving how information supports the maintenance process.

Interactive Electronic Technical Publications (IETPs) and Interactive Electronic Technical Manuals (IETMs) can help users 
access relevant information more quickly and present content in a way that aligns with the task being performed.

The objective is simple: Provide the right information to the right person at the right time. When this is achieved, 
organisations can realise benefits including:

•	 Faster fault diagnosis

•	 Reduced maintenance delays

•	 Improved consistency

•	 Better equipment availability

•	 Increased Readiness
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A Practical Approach to Modernisation
Modernisation does not need to begin with a wholesale conversion programme. In many cases, the most effective 
approach is phased implementation. Organisations can start by identifying:

•	 High-use publications

•	 Maintenance-critical information

•	 Areas with significant duplication

•	 Documentation that regularly generates user feedback

•	 Content that supports key availability objectives

Prioritising these areas allows organisations to realise benefits earlier while building a longer-term strategy for the 
wider documentation estate. This reduces both risk and disruption while creating a clear pathway towards a modern 
technical information environment.

Looking Beyond Documentation
Technical publications are often viewed as a contractual deliverable or compliance requirement. Increasingly, they 
should be viewed as an operational enabler.

The quality, accessibility and structure of technical information can have a direct impact on maintenance efficiency, 
workforce effectiveness, equipment availability and long-term supportability.

For organisations operating complex defence and aerospace platforms, the question is not whether legacy documentation 
still functions, but whether it continues to support the outcomes today’s programmes require.

At Pennant, we help defence and aerospace organisations assess legacy technical information environments and 
develop practical modernisation strategies, including S1000D conversion, CSDB implementation, and the creation and 
deployment of Interactive Electronic Technical Publications. Our phased approach enables customers to prioritise the 
information that delivers the greatest operational value while maintaining continuity across existing support activities.

If you would like to understand how your technical publications environment is influencing availability, readiness and 
supportability, get in touch to discuss a technical information assessment.



PENNANT’S THOUGHT LEADERSHIP ARTICLES

WWW.PENNANTPLC.COM


