
3/25/2008

1

Designing Best-in-Class 

Embedded User Assistance

Scott DeLoach

Founder,  ClickStart

Embedded UA consultant and trainer

Certified Instructor ïFlare | Captivate | RoboHelp

scott@clickstart.net

www.clickstart.net

© 2008 ClickStart, Inc.  All rights reserved.

Overview

}Why embedded UA is effective

}Best practices

}Types of embedded UA

} Best-in-class examples 

} Context-sensitive embedded UA

} AJAX and Web 2.0

Hands-on activities

} Designing embedded UA for new products

} Designing embedded UA for existing products

} Creating context-sensitive embedded UA

Embedded UA is effective

Fact: Users will not request help or even hints, 

even after making multiple mistakes.
- Aleven, et al. (2006)

Fact:Users donôt see embedded UA as "help."
- Grayling (2002)

Fact: Users use embedded help.
- Martin et al. (2005)
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Embedded UA best practices

} Provide information at the point of use 

} Write topics to answer user questions 

} Combine embedded UA with external help 

} Provide focused help links ('Tell me more,' 'Tips,' 'Why?')
- Miller & Remington (2004), Reuning (2004)

} Use text links, not icon links
- McElwain, et al. (2002)

} Use unique formatting for UA links
- Spool, et al. (1998)

Functional UA 

(field labels)

Context-sensitive

external help links

Combining embedded UA and external help

Combining embedded UA and external help
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Functional UA - user questions

Descriptions

ñWhat does this button do?ò

Reminders
"What does this acronym mean?"

Examples

ñWhatôs a good password?ò

Exceptions
"What if I have two middle names?"

Relationships and dependencies
"How do these settings relate to each other?"

Functional UA - best practices

}Embed field-level help for required fields

}Provide examples - Große & Renkl (2006), Moallem (2003)

}Provide minimums and maximums

}Link to conceptual and procedural help topics 

when needed

}Group related topics

Functional UA - in-page content

eloan.com
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Functional UA - popup layers

nationalcitymortgage.com

Functional UA - drop-down layers

movielens.com

Functional UA - drop-down layers

movielens.com
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Functional UA - dedicated panel

alamo.com

Functional UA - tooltips

Microsoft Office 2007

Hands-on activity
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Procedural UA - user questions

Task steps

"How do I complete my task?"

High-level process

"What do I do next?"

Expectations

"How long will this take?"

Procedural UA - best practices

}Embed UA for most commonly-performed tasks

}Link to external help for less commonly-

performed and complex tasks

}Highlight the current step to focus the user

}Provide time estimates for longer tasks

}Position tasks within higher-level processes

Procedural UA - overlapping panel

USPS (in post office)
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Procedural UA - dedicated panel

eBay.com

Conceptual UA - user questions

Justification

"Why do you need this information?" 

Navigation

"Am I on the right page?" 

Features and limitations

"Can I save this information?"

Goals

"What can I do with this application?"

Conceptual UA - best practices

}Embed vital information and warnings

}Explain key tasks and why they might be 

completed

}Define key concepts

}Link to external help topics for background, 

introductory, and advanced information
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Conceptual UA - overview

medassets.com

Conceptual UA - overview

medassets.com

Conceptual UA - drop-down layers

msdn2.microsoft.com
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Conceptual UA - dedicated panel

bankofamerica.com

What is AJAX?

}Asynchronous JavaScript 

}XML - XMLHttpRequest object

ñSingle-page experienceò

What it means for UA

}Single-sourced content stored in a database

}Dynamic content

AJAX functional UA 

fisherbikes.com
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AJAX functional UA 

fisherbikes.com

AJAX procedural UA

ESRI ïarcwebservices.com

AJAX procedural UA

gigtide.com
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AJAX procedural UA

parkcity.com

AJAX dynamic UA

netflix.com

AJAX dynamic UA

nationmaster.com


