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Chapter 12 

User Manuals, Online Help, and Tutorials 



Outline 

 Introduction 

 Paper versus online manuals 

 Reading from paper versus from displays 

 Shaping the contents of the manuals 

 Online manuals and help 

 Online tutorials, demonstrations, and guides 

 The development process 

 Summary 



Introduction  

 Even though increasing attention is being paid to 
improving interface design, there will always be a 
need for supplementary material that help users. 

 

 Some forms of user manuals are 
 Installation manual 

 Brief getting-started notes  

 Introductory tutorial  

 Thorough tutorial  

Detailed reference manual  

Quick reference card  

Conversion manual  



Introduction (Cont.) 

 There are diverse ways of providing online 

guidance to users 

 Online materials include 

 Online manual  

 Online help  

 Online tutorial 

 Animated demonstration 

 Guides 

 FAQs 

 Online communities, newsgroups, listservers, e-

mail, chat, and instant messaging 



5 

User’s Goal  Paper Online 

I want to buy it 
Sales brochure, 

fact sheet 
Animated demonstration 

I want to learn it Tutorial 

 Online manual, online 

tutorial, online guide, 

animated demonstration 

I want to use it User manual  Online Manual, online help 

I want to solve a 

problem 
FAQ 

 Online help, FAQ, online 

community 

 Users’ goals are a good way to classify paper and 
online materials 

Introduction (Cont.) 



Paper Versus Online Manuals 

 There are many reasons to have online 

manuals 

 Positive reasons are 

 Physical advantages 

 Accessibility, space, easy updating 

Navigation features 

 Searching, linking to internal/external destinations 

 Interactive services 

 Multimedia, bookmarking/annotating, turning to online 

communities 

 Economic advantages 

 Cheaper to duplicate and distribute 



Paper Versus Online Manuals (Cont.) 

 Numerous studies have found 15% to 30% slower task 

times for comprehension or proofreading of text on 

computer displays, compared to on paper 

 Online manuals: Potential negative side effects 

 Displays may not be as readable as paper manuals 

 Each display may contain substantially less information than a 

sheet of paper; also screen resolution is lower than that of paper 

 The user interface of online help systems may be novel and 

confusing to novices 

 Splitting the display between work and help or tutorial windows 

reduces the space for work displays 

 Small devices such as cell phones do not have enough display 

space to provide online help 
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Shaping the content of manuals 

 Traditionally, training and reference material often 
written by junior members of development team  

manuals were often poorly written  

were not suited to the background of the users  

were delayed or incomplete  

were not tested adequately 

 

 The benefits of well-designed manuals include: 

 shorter learning times,  

 better user performance and satisfaction,   

 few calls for support  
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Towards minimal manuals 

 The “active user paradox” 
Users’ eagerness to conduct meaningful activities 

often stops them from spending time “just” learning, 
and therefore their skills remain at average level.  

 Learners prefer trying out actions on the 

computer, rather than reading lengthy manuals 

 

 These observations led to the design of minimal 

manuals 

 Encourage active involvement with hands-on 

experiences 
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► Towards minimal manuals 

 Guidelines: 

Choose an action-oriented approach 

 Provide an immediate opportunity to act 

 Encourage and support exploration and innovation 

 Show numerous examples 

 Support reading to do, study, and locate 

 Be brief; don’t spell out everything 

 Provide table of contents, index, and glossary 

 Keep the writing style clean and simple 
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Organization and writing style 

 The primary job in creating a manual is to understand the readers and 
the tasks that they must perform 

 Present concepts in a logical sequence with increasing order of 
difficulty  

 Avoid forward references  

 Construct sections with approximately equal amounts of new material  

 Should have sufficient examples and complete sample sessions  

 Style guides for organizations attempt to ensure consistency and high 
quality 

 Writing style should match users' reading ability 

 Classic books on writing: 

 The Elements of Style (Strunk, White, and Angel, 2000) 

 Writing Well (Zinsser, 1998) 
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Online manuals and help 

 Online Manuals 

 Most effective if manuals are redesigned to fit electronic medium 
to take advantage of  

 string search  

 table of contents, figures, etc.  

 hypertext 

 automatic history keeping 

 text highlighting  

 color  

 sound  

 animation 
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► Online manuals and help 

 Online Help 

Concise description of the interface objects and 

actions 

Most effective for intermittent knowledgeable users; 

less useful for novices 

 because the terms for search need to be known and the user 

has to select an appropriate item from a list of articles related 

to that term. 
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Context-

sensitive 

help: 

 

Dedicated 
portion of 

the display 
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Online tutorials, demonstrations,  

and animations 

 Online tutorials 

Does not have to keep shifting attention between the 

terminal and the instructional material  

Can work alone at an individual pace  

 Practices the skills needed to use the system  

 Sample documents, programs, etc. can be of great 

help 

 Start-up tips 
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► Online tutorials, demonstrations,  

and animations 

 Animated demonstrations 

 Show system features using animation, color graphics, sound.  

 Designed to attract potential users  

 Games often have a 30 second demonstration 

 Also used to train users as they work. 

 Typical controls  

 automatic or manual pacing  

 stop, replay, skip  

 User-interface requirements are to  

 capture and maintain user interest  

 convey information  

 build positive product image  

 Recorded voice explanation are appreciated by users 



Development Process 

 Early development of user manuals 

 Allows adequate time for review, testing, and 
refinement  

 Enables pilot testing of software's learnability  

 Allows for reviews and suggestions by designers, etc.  

 Informal walkthroughs with users possible  

 Field trials with moderate numbers of users facilitated  

 Manual writer becomes effective critic, reviewer, 
or question asker  



Development Process 

 Development process Guidelines 

 Prepare user manuals early 

Review drafts thoroughly 

 Field test the early editions 

 Provide feedback mechanisms for readers 

Review to reflect changes regularly 



Tips on the Writing Process  

 Ensure the writers are part of the software design team  

 

 Write the user manual while you are developing the 
software  

 Don’t try and write it quickly before a release deadline  
 

 Make sure the writers have access to the software, have 
used the software, and are using the software while they 
write  

 

 Consider the needs of disabled users  

 Low vision, colour blindness, loss of acuity  

 Your boss can’t see as well as you can!  

 



Entry points to a help system 



User document types 



Documents types 

 Functional description 

 Brief description of what the system can do 

 Introductory manual 

 Presents an informal introduction to the system 

 System reference manual 

 Describes all system facilities in detail 

 System installation manual 

 Describes how to install the system 

 System administrator’s manual 
 Describes how to manage the system when it is in use. 



User Manual Examples 



User Manual Examples 



Online Help Examples 



Online Help Examples 



Online Help Examples 



Summary 

 Introduction 

 Paper versus online manuals 

 Reading from paper versus from displays 

 Shaping the contents of the manuals 

 Online manuals and help 

 Online tutorials, demonstrations, and guides 

 The development process 


