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Source: Stack Overflow 
Developer Survey 2016

Poor docs
34.7%
(ouch)
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Bad documentation is bad

● Bad for velocity

● Bad for quality

● Bad for reliability
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Docs: Everybody's 
problem, nobody's job
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But culture is 
not immutable
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Software testing 2005 ...
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Software testing today

A professionalized discipline 
integrated into the software 
development process
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Good documentation is 
good … 

… and achievable 
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Documentation, 
disrupted
How Google transformed its 
internal documentation process



g3doc | radical simplicity

48%
Google engineers citing docs as #1 
productivity issue (Googlegeist 
2014)
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SRE: 50%+ issues 
cited problems 
with docs
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Previous efforts

● Fix the culture (bottom up)
● Fix the tooling (top down)
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We were inflicting 
help :-(
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Time to listen.
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The trouble with docs

- They "don't exist."
- They're "impossible to 
find."

- They're "wrong."
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● “No time”
● “No incentive”

No doc culture
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- Docs

Fragmentation is bad
Multiple repositories:
● Hard to create

○ Context switching
○ Horrible tooling

● Hard to maintain
○ No explicit connection to code
○ No clear ownership

● Hard to find
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Documentation will
never be part of 
engineering culture 
until it is integrated 
into the
codebase and workflow.
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g3doc
Radically simple documentation



Engineers find, create, and 
maintain docs using their regular 
workflow and developer tools

g3doc vision
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g3doc design

● Store Markdown source in google3 
codebase

● Serve docs as webpages at a 
predictable URL:
○ Render Markdown to HTML
○ Then apply theme
○ Ship finished HTML to user

● Small / meaningful integrations



June - 
August: It 
begins

Ugly, ugly proof of 
concept



Simple source



Beautifully rendered



Richly linked



"This is the best thing ever. 

Thank you!"

"Wow, this is fantastic!"



“This is fantastic. 
So excited to 
write docs!”
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Shit got real.
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- Docs

Core principles
● Focus on the engineer
● Separate presentation from 

content
● Keep it drop-dead simple



Growth strategy
● Don't inflict help
● Form alliances with high-profile, 

influential engineers 
● Partner with workflow teams to 

create small, meaningful 
integrations

● Release and iterate
● Create buzz



Culture and values

● Open, transparent, and generous
● Don’t lick the cookie, pass the 

plate
● Opportunity for impact 
● Governance belongs to the 

contributors



July-December 2014

● September: 18 projects 
● October: 42 
● November: 100
● December: 159

Goal for end Q1: 300
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930
projects
Q1 2015



New features ...

● Sequence diagrams
● .DOT graphs
● Shortlinking (larry@, etc.)
● Syntax highlighting for code 

samples
● Auto Analytics support
● ...



Mathjax
Here's an expression: \\(x = {-b \pm \sqrt{b^2-4ac} \over 2a}\\)



```go

package main

import "fmt"

func main() {

    fmt.Println("Hello, 世界")

}

```

Syntax highlighting

package main

import "fmt"

func main() {

    fmt.Println("Hello, 世界")

}
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EngPlay - g3doc for SRE playbooks

● Supports Markdown
● Integrated with our Alert Manager
● Meets security requirements
● Completeness checked
● Predictable location for all 

playbooks



● "g3doc is officially better than 
anything non-g3doc now. Sequence 
diagrams!"

● "g3doc or it didn't happen."

● "I just opened g3doc now and re-
remembered that it's REAL and I didn't 
DREAM IT UP."



"g3doc is so good. So good. The 
intersection of 'brain-dead easy' 
with 'incredibly useful and well-
integrated with all our tools' 
makes it just insane."
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1,796
projects
Q2 2015
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Shit really got real.
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move to g3doc plz k 
thx bai
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g3doc today
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Adoption
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10,362
projects
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17K
authors
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Maintenance
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30%
doc changelists contain code
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200K+ doc changelists
200K files

3 CLs / file / month
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Usage



g3doc | radical simplicity

3.9M
30-day page views
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1.6M
30-day sessions
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bye, wiki!
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Team
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● Fully staffed engineering 
team

● Part of Developer 
Infrastructure core toolset

● 20%: "By engineers for 
engineers"

#bestteam
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We believe these 
things are true
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First tooling, then culture
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Be audacious but not reckless
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Release and iterate
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Predictable, standardized 
location for docs
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Partner
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Focus on the engineer
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Focus on the engineer


