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What we’ll cover in this session

Definitions of web applications and 
web-based user assistance
Examples of user assistance currently in 
use with web applications
The usability test that WinWriters 
conducted on its online registration 
system
What we learned about the way people 
use Help for Web applications

What are web applications?

Software programs that provide some 
value through interaction with the user 
– Web applications will be indistinguishable 

in look and feel from traditional 
applications

Web app profile:
– Served to multiple users from a single 

source
– Delivered to users via Internet/intranet 

protocols
– Presented to users via a (customized) 

browser

What is web user assistance?

The support of web apps through:
– Domain information

– Task-based procedures

– UI information

Implementation is based on the same 
Web app profile

Web applications

What are the challenges for the user?
– Frequently, the user lacks knowledge of 

the domain, rather than of the procedure
– How helpful is this topic?

Help designs on the Web

Countless web applications are 
emerging
Several prominent commercial apps 
present us with models for different 
forms of user assistance
– eBay
– Washington Mutual
– MSN Money
– Fidelity
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eBay

Very busy and 
complex site for 
buying and selling
Lots of domain 
concepts required 
(bidding, escrow, 
reserve price 
auction)
Prominent Help 
option on Home 
page

eBay Help

Natural 
language 
query
Education for 
new users
eBay 
community

New to eBay

Link from Help text to actual task

eBay Registration

Help and actual 
registration 
task are highly 
integrated
Links to other 
Help 
information

Washington Mutual

My question:
What does “downloading 

transactions” mean?

Washington Mutual

I assumed I 
was in 
“Help”
So, I scrolled 
down to 
online 
banking…
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Washington Mutual

…and 
selected 
Download
Guess what I 
got?

Washington Mutual

Back to where I started!

Washington Mutual

This looks more 
promising!

Washington Mutual

But I already 
know how to 
download 
my account 
history!
Domain Help 
is missing

Washington Mutual

Procedural 
topic appears 

to be telling me 
what I already 

knew…

What about that FAQ option?

A long list 
requiring a time-

consuming 
search
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MSN Money

Context-sensitive 
“Pane” Help

Fidelity

Complex site
Lots of domain 
knowledge required
Help embedded within 
application window

Fidelity

Additional details about 
the Account displayed 
in a secondary window
Not formally labeled 
Help, but helpful

Fidelity

Field level Help 
available

Fidelity

Link to Help from 
term in application

The usability test

Based on the WinWriters Conference 
online registration process
Objectives:
– Refine the process for future conferences 
– Compare the usability of the various Help 

designs on the Web
– Learn more about how users complete 

web-based tasks
The task:
– To register 3 authors with varying 

requirements (seminars, certificate 
schemes)
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The usability test

Focus on providing domain knowledge…
– Do I have to be studying full-time to 

qualify for the Student discount?
– What is the LaunchPad Certificate 

Program?

…rather than procedural Help:
– How do I select a seminar?
– How do I move to the next screen? 

Focus on context sensitive 
implementation of the Help

A four-page registration form

Five versions of the online 
registration process

1. No Help information
2. Side-by-side, field-level Help
3. Page-level Help in a separate window
4. Field-level Help in a separate window
5. Help built into the user interface

No Help information

Side-by-side, field-level Help Page-level Help in a separate window

A single long topic for 
each entire step of the 

process
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Field-level Help in a separate window Help built into the user interface

Advance orientation

An orientation page 
preceded the 
registration form for 
the versions with 
“Discrete Help Topics” 
and “Help in the UI”

What we learned about orientation

Orientation information at the start of 
the task was critical to success
– Participants didn’t seek this information
– However, when it was presented to them, 

they read it and benefited from it

Without orientation…

“What's throwing me here is that I'm 
registering a group, but the seminars 
seem to be for individuals. It seems 
clear that I should choose the group, 
and deal with the seminars later on.”
“That's interesting - I've told them I'm 
registering 2-5 people, but they only 
have one name…I'm worried about 
sending the registration now - they only 
have one name.”

With orientation…

M: “Happy?”
P: “Yes - it's good that it has all this 
information.”
M: “What are you trying to do?”
P: "I'm trying to register Ann Kirkman“
“So, I've registered one person - I have 

only identified that person yet… I have 
to do each person individually. It did tell 
me on page one that I had to do the 
whole process for everyone.”



Designing Successful Help for Web Applications

7

Matthew Ellison© 2002, WinWriters, Inc.

What we learned

Participants did not generally read 
guidance information unless it was 
embedded within the task

Did not
read this 

(outside of 
participant’s 

focus)

What we learned

Participants frequently required 
prompting to select the Help option
– They did not expect “Help” to provide 

domain information

P: “She wants the 
student rate - there 
must be some way 
to find out about 

that…”

Further evidence

M: “How confident are you that is the correct scheme?”
P: “Not really, but it's the closest thing there is - there 

is no way to be completely sure.”

Participants learned to use the Help

From:
– M: “How sure are you that Kylie qualifies 

for the Student discount?”
– P: [On considering Help link]: “I hate going 

to Help!”

To:
– P: “He's interested in the other certificate 

program. Let me go check the Help again.” 
[suddenly a Help devotee!]

From that participant:

“I think that people don't select the 
Help because they think they're going 
to get a lot of information they don't 
need.

I've always found that, in Windows, the 
Help button doesn't get you anywhere -
it's too broad.”

Participants learned to use Help

Only 7 out of the 16 participants 
registered the first attendee accurately

whereas…

All 11 of the participants (who managed 
to progress that far) registered the third 
attendee accurately
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What we learned

Text links to user assistance were 
sometimes confused with actions

P: “Well, there are 2-5, so I'll click 
on that.”

Selected the Help by clicking 
on the link - seemed confused.

P: “It's not allowing me to select 
2-5 - shall I try Single 
Registrant?”

What we learned

Participants read the side-by-side Help 
only when they caused it to change
– There was usually a slight delay before 

they shifted their focus to the right

The separate Help window

Participants did not 
display the 

navigation pane 
unless heavily 

prompted

The separate 
scrolling Help 

window caused 
problems for 
one (of four) 

of the 
participants

Mixed response for “auto-scroll”

“I clicked Corporate 
PO, and it moved me 
down when I was still 
reading the 
cancellation policy 
(above). That was 
annoying!”

“That's nice! That's 
very slick!”

Clicking this 
scrolls down the 

page to here

What we learned overall

Advance orientation improves accuracy 
and the experience
Participants needed domain knowledge, but 
did not seek it in “Help”
Participants learned on the job
Field level Help was easier to use than page-
level Help (but did not have a significantly 
higher uptake)
Participants using “Help built into the UI” 
were most accurate, but not quickest
Participants using the version with no Help 
were least accurate
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Source files and detailed 
observations for the usability 
test can be downloaded from
www.winwriters.com/stc02


