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Combining Embedded User Assistance and External Help Systems

By Scott DeLoach

Embedded user assistance (UA) is any instructional or conceptual information that appears inside an application. It can be
used to provide in-context answers to common user questions. However, embedded UA is not a replacement for a help
system. In many best-in-class examples, the embedded UA includes a context-sensitive link to an external help system for
more in-depth information.

Consider the following password field in an application:

Password: | |

Users might have the following common questions about creating a password:

. How short/long can my password be?
. Can | use spaces and specia characters?

We could add embedded UA to answer many of these questions:

Password: | |
(4-8 characters, A-Z, a-z, or 0-9) more...

This embedded UA should help most users successfully create a password. The “more...” link could open a help topic that
provides more information about passwords and security, asin the following examples:

. Why you need a password

. Examples of good and bad passwords

. How often you will need to (or should) change your password
. How to retrieve alost password

Why Both Embedded UA and an External Help System Are Important

Most user questions should be answered at the point of use (or rather, the point of confusion) using embedded UA. To the
user, embedded UA provides alarge benefit with little to no effort. After using embedded UA, users are much more likely
to click on help links and spend more time using an external help system. However, embedded UA must fit inside the
application, often using 20-50 characters. Thereisrarely enough space to provide detailed information.

An externa help system is an excellent approach to providing in-depth conceptual information, procedures, and
troubleshooting advice. The weakness of an external help system isthat it's a passive, external resource. The user hasto
realize they need assistance, open the help, locate the relevant information, and return their focus to the application. For
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many questions, this process feels like too much effort for the perceived benefit. As aresult, many users do not use an

external the help system.

When combined, embedded UA and an external help system can provide both quick answers and detailed explanations.

Answering Basic Questions

The most common question that users have is "What do | type into thisfield?'. Unfortunately, poorly written field
descriptions are amajor reason that users think that help systems are not useful. It only takes afew field descriptions like

"First Name — Enter your first name" to convince users that opening the help is awaste of time.

In most cases, the user only has a basic question such as, "What is the maximum number of characters| can type into this
field?" These questions should be answered as part of the field label. In the screenshot below, the “Enter Key Words® field

label includes examples to help the user.

Home Search Jobs My Monster Login Network Now

monskter Job Search

Try a Spedalized Search:
Healthcare Government
Hourly/Skilled Diversity & Inclusion
College/Entry Level/Internship

Wolunteer Opportunities

Enter Key Words:

(example: sales, java, nurse) more tips...

Enter Company Name:

(example: Monster) more tips...

Choose Location:
------- Selectall —— ~
Alabama-Anniston =

Mew Vear, New Resume,

Career Advice Help For Emgluxerg

Mew Job! Click here to
get a job-winning
resurme from Monster.

Specialized .
Search v
Admin|Support

Finance

Human Rescurces
Management
Fublic Service
Sales

Technology
Wolunteer Opportunities

College
Company Name
Contract| Temp

Executive
High School Advice
Military/Veteran

If the user clicksthe “moretips’ help link, the “Search Jobs’ help topic appears with more information.
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Job Search Quick Towr
Search Jobs

Safe Job Searching
Read our tips for a Safe Job Search.

Keyword Search

Enter Keywords for the Job Titles and Job Descriptions you would like to see.
Keywords are words, phrases, and terms that yvow can enter to describe educational
and professional experiences, skills, and company names. They will be used to
search for Jobs containing those words in their Titles or Descripticns, By typing in
vanous Keywords, yvou will maximize your chances of retrieving Jobs that most
accurately match what you're laaking for,

Examples include programmer, truck drvver, SAP, telecommunications, human
resources, marketing, sales, cashier, manager, tc.

LEar more information. consult o Kesesord Search Tins

Answering Advanced Questions

Embedded UA panels can be used to answer advanced questions, such as "Why do you need this information?' In many
applications, they appear and disappear (to save space) when the user clicks on a help link. However, some applications

provide dedicated UA panels.

In the example below, the Alamo website (www.alamo.com), includes a static UA panel to assist customers as they rent a

car. The UA panel's topics focus on why the user should provide the requested information, how thisinformation is used,
and how to handle special cases. The UA panel islarge enough to answer numerous questions, and it can link to help topics

in an external help window if needed.

http://www.ieeepcs.org/newsl etter/pcsnews_june2006_embedhel p.php (3 of 5)6/14/2006 5:46:09 AM


http://www.alamo.com/

|EEE/PCS News: Feature

SOl EXISTING RESERVATION

[ et | Stap 1: Tell us about your trip * Riuansd Pz

Comniry of Residence: Ths is

T i S Tor IS B Brovich you
o e S S e ————

it apeepiiale products. Dapdndeg o o Linoes States ot FLL)

ii

U o oy of resadenc B Fickup -

180 o 0 QUStis) ma nchede Lecaten ;

Coan OOETI0E OORONE LielS, W] ‘am
oifer deirs. These prodeds e Fickup Dale’ Ficdup Time*

Sakagrnd 19 e T nads o AR 2004 3] 4 ] ru [T

CURISMS Yihaang LTV T
Ths bases rade you will 5@ 0 T Car X
avalality page sl rifect e ou Burmpedl L pomtiar

0t B risdact iSutisng ot . T
o SUTHTVAY D Tl COMES ale Diisp Diana Dropall Tera®

e car aasabliy page meeem | — @lE]  [enosm

T il 0 P oo of

aoopriale produds. monUS hrens, TPl BRCTon 18 S0t PR K PO G MRS Do anl. T A B IO ARR. Dacriona,
st b e Fiate Code Beld B e

bl W0l DO & S7-00ly N, JOU ot Cesti Proms Cospitsane 10 CampersielD Erri
My us4 one of e peamobianal

coas pdverivaed oo e s Dﬂ'blﬂc'bllifpbuﬂblmqjﬂimmuwﬂwtm

Mot Ui n mair 5008 e oo B w8 Copomcs (0 in omee 20 w38 a0 aEoicent codel
s

Enmr pour appicabon Bt RN Tra mek ABID i Bhowd Four S b8 SRRE
Aty

Flght Hurnie
ISt w
st | D LbrriEsr L AEE Ml

Since the UA panel is always on the screen, the Alamo website uses JavaScript to automatically describe the field that has
focus. The user never hasto ask for help, and relevant assistance is always avail able on the screen.

Embedded UA is not limited to text and graphics. Download.com (www.download.com) provides excellent instructional
videos that users can watch while they download applications.
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Conclusion

The biggest mistake help authors make when devel oping embedded UA istrying to replace their external help with
embedded UA. The best user assistance combines both embedded UA and external help to capitalize on their strengths and
minimize their weaknesses. | encourage you to use these examples and ideas as a starting point as you design your UA
systems.
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Scott Del oach is a founding partner of User First Services, an Atlanta-based consulting company that specializesin designing and creating user assistance. Over the last

15 years, Scott has presented over 70 papers on web-based Help, embedded user assistance, interface design, usability, and JavaScript coding at conferences across the US
and Canada, and around the world. Heis a certified Flare, RoboHelp, and Captivate instructor and is the author of MadCap Flare for RoboHelp Users.
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