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 In tech comms since 1986
(digital, digitext, WinWriters)

 Independent trainer and consultant on user assistance 
design and technologies

 Certified MadCap Flare instructor and consultant

 Regular contributor to ISTC's Communicator journal

 Amateur actor
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The role of software user assistance

 develop understanding of key concepts
 provide an overview: the big picture
 answer questions
 provide instructions
 give hints and tips
 raise awareness of new and untried features
 suggest more efficient workflows and best practice
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Examples…
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Illumio technical information portal
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Google Hangouts
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GoToMeeting
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Overlay



25 February, 2020

Embedded User Assistance
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When people use software user assistance

 They have a question

 They have a problem

 It appears in front of them,
and offers some clear immediate value
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When people don't use software user assistance

 It requires too much thinking

 It's easier to find the answer another way

 They have previous bad experience with Help

 It offers no clear or practical benefit
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How people look for the information they need

Search
 Following links that have a strong

"scent of information"

Help
Related topics
Notes

?

Why is your date of birth required?
Backing up your data to the Cloud
Tips for adding multiple users more quickly 
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Top three reasons for failure of UA

 Doesn't address the real 
needs/problems/questions of users

 Too much work to find the answers

 Content not clear and relevant
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How do we find out about the real 
needs/problems/questions of users?

 Observation

 Testing

 Analytics
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Example of testing (from 2017)

 Approximately five hours of observing user behaviour

 Seven participants
• Friends and family
• Mix of age and gender

 Focus on two issues
• In-page navigation
• Overall design and navigation

(of a Help system)
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Participants

1. Female 70-80
2. Female 60-70
3. Female 50
4. Male 17
5. Male 50-60
6. Female 15
7. Female 50-60
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Site navigation
design patterns

One area of investigation
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Pattern 1 – Tripane window
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Key features of Pattern 1

 Left-hand navigation pane:
• TOC
• Index
• Glossary

 Search box in top right corner
• Default Boolean OR

 Breadcrumbs
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Pattern 2 – Top navigation
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Key features of Pattern 2

 Drop-down menus at top (TOC)
 No index
 Glossary definition displayed at top of search results
 Search box 

• In middle of home page
• In top-right corner of other pages
• Default Boolean AND

 Breadcrumbs
 Side navigation menu
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Preference for
Getting Started information

Key finding
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“How do you add a 
Master Page to a 

project?”

“Would it tell me in 
Getting Started?” (2)

“I would probably start 
by clicking ‘Getting 

Started’ or ‘Where do I 
begin’ although they 
sounds similar.” (1)
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Lessons learned

 Provide clear signposting to “Getting Started” 
information for new users

 Include links from this information to more 
detailed/advanced information
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The Fragility of search
Key finding
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“What is a 
Target?” “As they've presented 

the Search in the 
middle, I'm going to use 

it. They are obviously 
confident in it.” (7)

“Those searches up 
there in the top right-

hand corner never seem 
to come up with good 

results.” (7)
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“I’m not 
impressed!” (7)

“If I hadn't seen 
‘About Targets’ at 
the bottom of the 
list, I would have 

given up.” (7)
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“What is a 
Target?”

“That didn’t 
work” (4)

Proceeded to find 
answer using Top Nav 

menus
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“How do you change the 
presentation/format of 

breadcrumbs?”

“Ah - zero 
results” (4)

Gave up after briefly exploring the Top 
Nav menus for ‘bread crumbs’
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“How do you change the 
presentation/format of 

breadcrumbs”

“None of the 
results seem 

useful” (5)

Gave up
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“How do you turn on the option that makes 
Flare save your document automatically 

every few minutes?”

Gave up after briefly exploring 
the Top Nav menus (4)
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“How do you change the 
language of a project, say to 

French”

“I couldn't search as 
easily on the second 

version (1)”
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“How do you add a Master 
Page to your project”

“Possibly you could 
click on these to 

find it??” (1)
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“What is a Target”

“Would I use ‘Search this 
Feed’ or Search at top of 

page?” (2)
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Lessons learned

 Search is important
 BUT…

Search within Help is often inflexible
• it frequently fails
• users are not skilled at crafting effective search queries
• they expect Search to give instant results with a minimum of effort
• they lose faith and give up quickly with search

 We should anticipate frequent search queries and 
ensure they give useful results

“It was easier to search 
for stuff because there 
was so much stuff” (4)
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The Index Epiphany
Key finding
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“How do you view
broken links”

2. Looked at 
these menus1. Looked 

here

3. Clicked 
Index!
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“That was good!” (4)
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“Can I just try 
bread crumbs?” 

(4)

“Wow!” (4)

“Oh, I just spelt 
breadcrumbs 

wrong before.” (4)
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“How do you change the 
language of a project?”

“The index was 
better because it 

came up with 
suggestions” (4)
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“Why did you type just one or two 
words into the index, whereas you typed 

entire questions into the Search?”

“I thought the Index was 
just one word – or 

keywords.
Search appears to be 

more asking a question.” 
(4)
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Lesson learned

 Perhaps indexing is not dead yet!
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Tunnel vision
Key finding
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“What is a 
Target?”

“No” (7)
“Can you tell me what a 

Target is now?”
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“Why didn’t you see the definition at 
the top of the search results?”

“I assumed it had just 
written what I had 
searched on.” (7)

“If they are going to emulate 
Google, then they need to 

copy it exactly.” (7)
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Google definition in 2017
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Google definition today
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Another example of tunnel vision
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Lessons learned

 Don’t rely on users seeing information outside the 
small area of the screen on which they are focussing

 If you need users to see something,
make it really obvious!

 Use accepted standards and conventions where 
possible
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Top three tips for effective user assistance

 Learn about your users and what they need to do

 Work on Search

 Embed as much as you can into the UI
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Mobile First

 Term coined by Luke Wroblewski

 Design web content for viewing
on mobile devices,
and adapt for desktop screens

 Why?
• More mobile users than desktop
• Forces you to focus on essentials
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Features of Mobile First

 Concise, simple, informal text

 Single pane

 Focus on search
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Any More 
Questions?

Matthew Ellison
matthew@uaeurope.com
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