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1 Introduction

Online Help System is the process by which information is made available, online and in time, for anybody working with some software. The user is provided with information at his fingertips - on the computer. Online Help Readers are different from normal readers in that they have means to interact with the online document. They can quickly and easily move around the provided Help contents and have different ways to find the information they're looking for. Most good Online Help answer's questions like "How do I complete this task?" or "What is this?"

This document must not be confused as dictating any hard-cored rule governing the preparation of Online Help. It simply suggests a few widely recognized practices followed while preparing the Online Help.  

1.1 Advantages of Online Help

· Can serve users at different skill/experience levels

· Cheaper to reproduce (no printing costs) and distribute

· Avoid delays required by printing

· Provides rapid access to information

· Can take advantage of unlimited color, graphics, and multimedia

· Always available in time (as opposed to manuals which tend to "walk off" of people's shelves!)

· Can provide user-controlled non-linear access to information (by way of links)
1.2 Inherent weaknesses of the online medium

· Screen holds less text than typical printed page

· Limited screen resolution makes reading more difficult

· Initially the structure can be difficult for users to apprehend and navigate through

· Not well suited for extended reading because of the need for topic modularity

· Interferes with work screens if help is displayed in full-screen format
2 Audience and purpose

The Technical Writer Team for preparing a template for the user manual and checking the adherence to the accepted guidelines. 

The Quality Team for testing the adherence of the User Manual with the accepted Industry standards.

The Review Team for verifying the usability of the manual.

3 Requirements 

An effective Online Help System must have a good documentation. Beyond that, the features mentioned below are required to offset the weaknesses of the online medium and to take advantage of its inherent strengths.

3.1 Hypertext links

The true power of online text lies in its ability to be cross-linked, so that information may be accessed in a non-linear fashion. Because a document (or documents) cross connected by hypertext links provides a way to be sampled superficially or in depth, the novice, intermediate, and advanced user may receive the required support. 

3.2 Flexible formatting 

Because text is harder to read from a screen than from a printed page, formatting options are essential. They should include, but not be limited to:

· Bold and Italic

· Different point sizes for heading levels

· Hanging paragraph format for lists and procedural steps

3.3 Graphics capability

Whenever a large block of narrative text can be "translated" into a graphic, it reduces the user’s burden and increases his satisfaction. Particularly useful are overview graphics, which give the user a mental schema of the online document's structure. Graphics with links to other information are extremely desirable for quick access to information.

3.4 Ease of navigation, including back and first topic

In all but the smallest online texts, users can become disoriented ("lost in hyperspace"), particularly if the text is richly linked. An efficient Online Help must allow the user to easily return to the beginning topic (typically the Contents). It is also important that users be returned to the same context from which they left to minimize to risk of becoming lost in the document.

3.5 Robust search capability

To support the more skilled user, a powerful search facility is necessary to allow quick access to the required piece of information. Without the ability to quickly locate a discreet piece of information within the online document, more text must be read, lengthening the retrieval time and the task completion time, resulting in the possibility of Users giving up in frustration and losing confidence in the help system, and even the software. This is especially true if the software is too complex, making it difficult to go about with it in the absence of an efficient Online Help.

3.6 Word wrap 

Because users can control the size of the window in which the online text appears, the text should automatically wrap to adjust to the window size. Text that must be hard-formatted to preserve line length loses a great deal of formatting flexibility. 

3.7 Print capability

In asking our users to make the transition to largely online documentation, we should also insure that topics could be printed out for their reference. This has both a practical and a psychological (user acceptance) value.

3.8 Other considerations

Outside the realm of the document itself, other factors must be considered:

· Cost

· Portability

· System overhead

· Ease of use/learning curve

4 Components of Help

There are several factors which together comprises the Online Help:

4.1 Topics

Help Topics are the basic units (building blocks) of information that make up a help system. A help topic is like a page in a book. Topics communicate the information or provide the assistance users are looking for. The Help author has to decide which topics meet the respective users needs and then organize this information and group them into topics. Topics can contain many different types of information, such as information about the product, procedures to access and use the various product features (How To's), overviews/Conceptual information that helps readers understand concepts, Definitions etc. The help systems usually will contain at least 30 topics with at least one of each topic type.

4.2 Windows

Help topics are displayed in windows. Think of windows as the containers of your Help topic. You can display only one help topic in each window. You can control the way your help windows look and act. You can control the color of your help windows (background); the size and location of your windows; the title of the help windows, and buttons. 

4.3 Links

Help topics are grouped and connected using links. They are how users navigate from topic to topic. There are many different types of links that you can create:

Jumps are the most common and most familiar type of link. They're called jumps because when the user clicks on them, the help system "jumps" to another topic. You can use jumps to link topics within a help system or even to a site on the Internet.

4.4 Popups

Popups are named so because they "pop-up" a little window on top of the current window. Generally, popups are used to define words or display notes or tips. 

4.5 Hotspot images

(Click on the Hotspot image given above to see how it works. The image links itself to the section describing Advantages of Online Help)

These are images that on clicking display a topic or jump to another topic. Browse sequences recommend a reading order for users. You group topics in a particular order, then you make that order available using the browse buttons on a help window. 

“See Also” links or “Related Topic” links provide a way to show the relationship between related topics. You can use See Also links as another way to group topics that might be necessary or interesting to your users.

Note: 

Buttons also help users move from topic to topic.



4.6 Styles

Styles control the layout and appearance of the text in your topics. They are a set of character and paragraph formats (like font, font style (bold, italic, underline), font color, font size, alignment, spacing, etc.) You can quickly create a consistent look for your help system by creating styles for text items. Standard styles are body text, headings (topic titles), lists (bulleted and numbered), tips /notes. 

4.7 Table of Contents (TOC)

The TOC presents an outline of the contents of the help system - much like a printed book. Table of Contents allow users to get an idea of the overall outline or organization of the help system Users can look through the Table of Contents to find a topic or to see the relationship among topics. The TOC uses a books and pages metaphor. There will be icons with appropriate titles representing books and pages. Books group topics into chapters or sections. Users click on a book to display its contents - other books and pages. Pages represent individual topics. Users click on pages to display topics. All the identified topics in the help system may be included in the TOC or only those topics, which the users are most likely to read, alone may be included.
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Using the default Help window for your topics

HTML Help comes with a fully functional default Help window in
which authors creating help files for distribution on a disk or CD
can display their help files.

You can use HTML Help Workshop to add buttons and other
design elements to the window, customizing it to create a more
individualized look and feel. Unless you design your own sst of
windows or frames to display your help content, the default
Help window is the defauit for all help windows. Any topics you
set up in your help project file to display will open in the default
Help window after the end user dlicks the help file icon

End users view help topics in a topic pane that can be
expanded sa that a table of cantents, an index, or a fulltext
search page are displayed in a navigation pane. A third pane
contains a default button bar that allows users to choose
between views of the table of contents, the index, or the ful-
text search page, ar to move Back to the previous tapic. Stop,
Refresh, and Home buttons also are provided as default
buttons

Help authors also can customize the default Help window by
changing its default characteristics.

What do you want to do?

2 Modify the default Help window
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Figure 1 showing The Table Of Contents (on the L.H.S. of the vertical pane) in the Online Help 

4.8 Index

The Index contains keywords and phrases to help users locate information - like the index at the back of a printed book. Readers often search through the index of a printed book to find the page containing the information they're looking for. Similarly, a help system's index allows users to search for the topic containing the information they're looking for. Help system indexes are a bit more interactive. In fact, studies show that users tend to use the index to find information more frequently than the TOC. The Help index displays a multi-level list of topics and keywords or phrases that you create. There are two ways users get to topics using the index: Typing - Users can type a keyword or phrase and go directly to a topic or to a list of topics for that keyword or phrase. Browsing - Users can also browse through the index, then select a keyword or phrase to go directly to a topic or to a list of topics for the selected keyword or phrase. The Help Index may have as many keywords and phrases you want - the more the better.

4.9 Full text Search 

Full text Search (Find) is one feature that lets users search for particular words or phrases contained in topics. FTS allows users to search every topic in the help system for a particular word or phrase. It's different from the index because the index contains keywords or phrases that may or may not be included in the actual topic, even though they are associated with the topic. The FTS finds only topics containing the actual word or phrase. 

5 Designing Online Help

There are several points to keep in mind when designing online help:

· The primary purpose of online help is to directly support users in accomplishing a task.

· A secondary purpose of help is to support user-directed learning, which is independent of the task accomplishment.

· Developing online help requires a mix of system analysis and documentation design.

· Online help is NOT print documentation displayed on the screen.

· Online help is NOT "electronic books." These are semi-modular or non-modular documents presented on screen.

Quality of writing is the single most important factor determining the success of an online help document.

Before starting the designing process, some analysis needs to be done regarding The Product, The Users, and any Constraints or Restrictions.

The Product – The designer of Online Help must become an expert at using the product but also must keep track of areas you had problems with when learning the product. The designer must have some idea as to:

· How difficult is the product, does it have a steep learning curve? 

· How straightforward is the user interface? 

· What are the major deficiencies of the product that you must compensate for in the online help? How complex is the product?

The Users - As always it is extremely important to know your audience. Most people use online help to find out how to complete a task. The access and navigation design must be efficient enough for the user to find an answer (no matter what the task). The design of the help system must be in such a way that it will be useful for all levels of users from those with no experience to those who are expert users. Your help system should work for all users.

Constraints/Restrictions - The most important decision in coming up with a file structure for your help system is to find out any file size constraints. The schedule and the tools to be used must be decided. Whether support for context sensitivity is provided or not must also be considered. 

Once the product, and any constraints/restrictions, has been analyzed, the structuring of the Online Help may be started.

You must first determine the kinds of help topics you will write and approximately how many help topics you will write. Once you have determined your topic types and roughly estimated the number of topics you will need you can begin determining the features of each topic type and the windows/screen layout for each topic type.

When you choose colors for your windows, keep in mind the text colors and the overall effect you want to create with the window. It’s best to look at the window as a whole unit, even though you set the colors in two parts. Another consideration is the system colors on your user’s system. Your Help windows are still windows subject to the user’s currently selected system color scheme for active windows, inactive windows, title bars, and more

Once the Help authoring tool has been decided, the process of creating the various units comprising the Help system can be started.

5.1 Topic types

The most basic unit of a Help system is its topics. When users view a Help system, their destination is a Help topic. Topics communicate the information or provide the assistance users are looking for. As a Help author, your job is to decide which topics meet your users needs and then organize them by grouping similar topics. The grouping can be based on many types of organization - frequency of tasks, related subject matter, job functions, and so on. 
Based on the purpose of the topic the styles for the topics can be decided. Here are some common types of topics: 

· Context-sensitive. These topics allow you to provide additional assistance to users inside a software application. Users can click a Help button or select a menu command, and the application brings up a topic specific to where the user is and what the user is trying to do. There's even a special kind of context-sensitive help called What's This? Help that tells users about the item they've selected - a field on a screen, a button, or other options. 

· Procedures. Sometimes known as task topics, these provide step-by-step instructions for performing tasks. 

· Overviews. Overview topics provide explanations to help users understand new ideas and concepts. They usually begin with the familiar, and then lead the user into information they don't know, explaining terms and providing examples. 

· Definitions. These topics usually define unfamiliar terms, but they can also define industry terms or jargon used throughout the Help system. They are often called Popup topics, because they usually appear in a small window that "pops up" when accessed.

· Reference. Reference topics provide non-procedural information or explanations. They often include lists of commands, shortcuts, values, parameters, or other information the user needs. 

You must have at least one of each topic type in your help system (except for Context-sensitive help topics).

5.2 Windows

Windows are the "containers" that display topics in the compiled Help system. Help windows are part of the user interface of any Help system. They are the "frames" that display Help topics. When users select a topic from the compiled Help file, that topic always displays in a Help window. Once you create a Help topic, you determine which window it displays in. You can display the same topic in more than one type of window, depending on how the topic is selected – through the Contents tab (table of contents), links (hotspots or buttons), or the Index tab (Help index). There are different types of windows as given below:

· Main windows. The Main window is a pre-defined window that you can customize. Main windows should be used for overview/conceptual topics and reference topics in your help systems. Main windows and are typically larger than secondary windows. There can only be one Main window for each Help project. 

· Secondary windows. Secondary windows are the additional windows (besides the Main window) you use in your Help project. These windows may be used for step-by-step procedure topics. 

· Popup windows. Popup windows are small, self-sizing windows that appear on top of a running Help system or application. These windows are not typical Help windows. Popup windows are chiefly used for definition topics. 

5.3 Writing Styles

Styles provide a way to define the appearance of the elements of a document. In a Help document, common elements include:

· Topic titles (the main heading)

· Normal topic text 

· Bulleted lists 

· Numbered lists 

· Notes, tips, warnings, cautions

Some styles are automatically applied and some you must apply manually. For example, when you create a new topic, the Heading style is automatically applied to the topic title. Whenever you type inside a topic, the Normal style is automatically applied. However, if you want to create a bulleted list in a topic, you must either create the list manually or apply a bulleted list style to the text. 

The benefit of using a style to format topics is that when you want to change the format of a particular element, you just change the style associated with that element. For example, if you wanted to change the way a topic title looks you could either change the one topic title or change all topic titles in that Help document by redefining the Heading 1 style.

While writing for different topic types a few things need to be considered:

· All writing should be Task oriented!

· Minimalism: Provide only information users will need - especially in procedures.

· Verbose: wordy topics are hard for the user to follow, difficult to scan for information, take too much screen space, and cause confusion and result in errors.

· Layering: Giving users clear choices regarding the information they will read. 

5.3.1 Writing Overview/Conceptual Topics

Generally, don't mix topic types - overview topics contain overview/conceptual information only. 

Always answer the question "What is it?" and "Why would someone use it?" You can also include any rules, tips, etc. that are not generally included in the procedure. Conceptual information usually includes definitions and descriptions. It may also include examples and analogies. 

5.3.2 Writing Procedures

· Use a numbered list for procedures in which the sequence of steps is important. When a procedure has only one step, it is not necessary to number it. Do not confuse the reader with unnecessary numbering. 

· Always write in the active voice. Write to the understood "you" wherever possible. 

· Each step should contain an action. The result of the action (user feedback) may follow if appropriate. However, it is not necessary to state the obvious. For example, if you instruct the user to "click on the list" to access a list, do no tell the reader that the list appears. 

· Instructions must be precise; for example, naming each button or field exactly as it appears in the software 

· Specify only one (or two) method is given for doing an action. 

· If a step is optional, reverse the order, giving the result first or use if statement. 

· Eliminate unnecessary words and redundancy when writing commands.

Change: "Move the mouse to the File button and click on File."

To: "Click on File."

Change: "Press the Enter key."

To: "Press Enter."

· Try to keep procedures to as few steps as possible (10) - use layering. 

5.3.3 Writing Definition Topics

· Short, one-two sentence definitions of terms. 

· Repeat the word being defined either in a heading (topic title) or as the first word in the first sentence of the definition. 

· Use the present tense always. 

· If the term is an object, describe how it looks or acts or what it does. 

· Provide an example if it helps define the term.

5.4 Designing Links

Help topics are grouped and connected using links. They are how users navigate from topic to topic. You can use jumps to link topics within a help system or even to a site on the Internet.

Links are the way users move around through the topics of your Help system. Links connect topics and make them accessible. Links also group topics, so users can see the relationships among them.

Once you've decided which types of links to include, you'll want to plan an overall navigational linking strategy. You'll want to make sure your links compliment each other and work together.

Here are some basic considerations for developing a navigational linking strategy: 

· Keep it simple and consistent. "Less is more" is a good design rule, regardless of whether you're designing the Help interface or its navigation. Clearly identify the navigational elements – make them easy to recognize and as visual as possible. And be consistent – if you're using a button to take them to Related Topics, each time the button appears it should contain the same label and appears in the same general location. Consistency is the best way to train users how to use your system. But make sure navigation doesn't get in the way of the information – remember, what your users really want is the information. The navigational tools are simply a means to an end. 

· Provide a home base. Give them a safe, reliable place to begin and end when they're confused or lost. Typically, the point of entry is considered "home base," which is why the table of contents and index are so visible. Make sure your users can return to the home base from any place in the Help system. 

· Avoid over navigating. While you want to provide a variety of pathways for your users, you don't want to overwhelm or confuse them with too many choices. Make sure your navigational aids aren't just repeating topics in an effort to appear comprehensive.

5.5 Using images

The old adage "a picture is worth a thousand words" certainly applies to Help systems. While any Help system can benefit from at least a few well-designed and well-placed images, there are a lot of factors that decide how those images look to your user. The following are some suggestions for planning and using images in the Help system: 

· Keep it simple. When planning and designing your images, simplicity is always best. Images should add value and meaning – not just fill space. Make sure they're easy to understand and focus on a specific message. Use white space generously to keep images attractive and readable. 

· Play it safe. Displaying images in a Help system depends a great deal on the user's screen resolution, color settings, and available memory and disk space. Unless your audience research pinpoints these settings for you, stick with 16-color images (color depth) and the standard Windows 16-color palette. 

· Test. Many Help authors develop Help systems for a variety of platforms - including different Windows operating systems and Internet/intranet platforms. Find out what the differences are in how each platform interprets the images and image formats in your Help system. 

· Make the most of your time and resources. Use standard or "stock" images as much as possible to cut down on time and expense.

6 Developing Online Help – The Process In a Nutshell

Following represents the basic steps to be followed for creating any Online Help system:

1. Select an authoring environment - Decide which Help format best meets the user's need, then select the help authoring tool suited for that environment (Win Help vs. HTML Help)

2. Create a Help Project - Using the selected help-authoring tool set up the Help project. The Help project allows managing and organizing all the files that go into creating a help system. It also helps to provide a title to the Help system and control the appearance of the help windows.

3. Create a Table of Contents - The table of contents is one of the first things the user sees. It is also an important way the users access the topics in the help system.

4. Create topics - Create the necessary topics using text and images. 

5. Link the topics - Once the topics are created, they have to be connected by means of appropriate links. There are many different types of links that show the relationships among topics.

6. Create an index - Give careful thought to the index. Some studies show that help users use the index to find topics more than the TOC. To create the index we need to create a list of the keywords and phrases that the users will most likely search for to find information. You associate keywords with your topics, so that when users search for a keyword, they instantly see the topic or topics associated with the selected keyword.

7. Compile the Help system - When you're ready to see the results of your efforts, you compile the source files into the Help system. This combines all of the files into a help system.

8. Test the Help system - To make sure the help system looks and acts the right way, it need to be tested. If any problems are detected, they need to be corrected in the source files and the help system need to be compiled again.

9. Deliver the Help system - When the way the Help system look and act is satisfactory, it is ready to be made available to the users of the concerned software.
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