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What we’ll cover in this session 

 Influence of minimalism on topic length 
 What we can learn from wikis and blogs 
 Topics as articles 
 The issue of narrative flow 
 Sizing topics for searching & browsing 
 Content re-use and granularity 
 Signposting and navigation within topics 



Influence of minimalism on topic length 

 Some key principles of 
John Carroll's minimalism: 
• modular 
• task-based 
• get the user up and 

running as soon as 
possible 

• make use of prior 
knowledge 

• guided exploration 



Windows 95 Help - based on Minimalist Model? 



How things have changed! 



How things have changed! 



What about Information Mapping? 

 Should topics have 7 ± 2 chunks? 
 
 How long should those chunks be? 

 
 Is seven really such a magic number 

when it comes to information design? 
 
 



What we can learn from blogs and wikis 

“The predominance of blogs on the web 
has set a trend for expected article length 
and attention span online” 

[Tom Johnson] 
 
 Blog posts should be 300+ words for 

SEO purposes 
 
 500 words is commonly said to be the 

ideal length 



What we can learn from blogs and wikis 

 Wikipedia’s recommendation on article 
size (in a nutshell): 
 

Articles should be neither too 
big nor too small 



What do we mean by a topic? 

 One idea, one topic? 
 A topic supports one task? 
 An answer to a question? 
 The shortest effective piece of 

communication? 
 

Let’s agree on: 
 a standalone piece of content 



My attempt to define a topic 

a self-contained cluster of 
chunks of information, 
each of which depends on the 
others for context, 
on a single theme 
with an overall narrative flow 



Example 1 



Example 2 



Example 3 



The issue of narrative flow 

“For whatever minimum amount of 
content that reader needs in order to get 
back to their task, they will get to their 
task faster if there is good narrative flow 
within that content.” 

[Mark Baker] 
 



Topics as articles 

 Google, Microsoft, and Adobe now 
label their Help topics as “Articles” 
 
 The term “Article” implies: 
• Longer 
• More independent 

 
 



Topics as articles 

“If I … approached technical instruction 
as a series of articles, which fit together 
coherently, somewhat like on a blog, I 
would do a much better job.” 

[Tom Johnson] 
 
 Tom favors longer topics 

 
 “The real focus in help should be on expanding the 

concepts, and the concepts should be written in a way 
that fits together coherently. “ 

 
 



Sizing topics for searching & browsing 

 Trade-off between: 
• too many search results 

(short topics) 
• too much scrolling/scanning 

(long topics) 
 
 Important to consider browsing too 
• argument for longer topics? 
• breadcrumbs and “related topics” 

links are vital 





Taking longer topics to the extreme… 

 Single Page 
Docs 
– stop the 
click insanity 

[Brandon 
Philips] 



Content re-use and granularity 

 “Narrative isn’t one of the genres 
meant for any kinds of re-use.” 

[Rahel Anne Bailie] 
 
 Shorter topics have more potential for 

re-use 
 Re-use can be at a more granular level 

than topics 
 
 



Content re-use and granularity 

 “Technical documentation is something 
else that’s far more structured than 
other kinds of writing. There are 
sections and subsections and tables 
and lists of tasks, etc. Each of these 
things brings with it some kinds of 
content boundaries that encapsulate it, 
and allow it to stand on its own, and 
thus be managed somewhere else and 
then reused.” 

[Deane Barker] 
 



So, how long should a topic be? 

It depends 
 

As long as it needs to be to 
answer the reader’s question 







So, how long should a topic be? 

It depends 
 

As long as it needs to be to 
answer the reader’s question 
 
But: 
users must be aware of the full 
scope of the topic 



Signposting and navigation within topics 

 Enable users to see full scope of topic 



Signposting and navigation within topics 

 Use affordances within a topic to 
indicate flow between topics 



Signposting and navigation within topics 

 But only if there is genuine flow 



Summary 

 A topic is as long or as short as it 
needs to be 
 A topic consists of pieces of 

information that depend on each other 
 300+ words is good for SEO 
 Shorter topics enable greater re-use 
 Enable users to see the full topic scope 

 



References 

 Minimalism and Documentation (Mary Ann Eiler) 
http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/3.1/reviews/eiler/minimal.html 

 The Secrets of Blog Post Length (Susan Gunelius) 
http://weblogs.about.com/od/writingablog/qt/The-Secrets-Of-
Blog-Post-Length.htm 

 How to Calculate the Ideal Blog Post Length (Kyle Chowning) 
http://kylechowning.com/how-to-calculate-the-ideal-blog-
post-length/  

 Wikipedia: Article size 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Article_size 

 What is a topic? What does standalone mean? (Mark Baker) 
http://everypageispageone.com/2011/06/08/what-is-a-topic-
what-does-standalone-mean/ 
 

http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/3.1/reviews/eiler/minimal.html
http://weblogs.about.com/od/writingablog/qt/The-Secrets-Of-Blog-Post-Length.htm
http://weblogs.about.com/od/writingablog/qt/The-Secrets-Of-Blog-Post-Length.htm
http://kylechowning.com/how-to-calculate-the-ideal-blog-post-length/
http://kylechowning.com/how-to-calculate-the-ideal-blog-post-length/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Article_size
http://everypageispageone.com/2011/06/08/what-is-a-topic-what-does-standalone-mean/
http://everypageispageone.com/2011/06/08/what-is-a-topic-what-does-standalone-mean/


References 

 Misconceptions about Topic-Based Authoring (Tom Johnson) 
http://idratherbewriting.com/2012/07/31/misconceptions-
about-topic-based-authoring/ 

 Do Short Topics Make Information More Findable? (Tom 
Johnson) http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/05/do-short-
topics-make-information-more-findable/ 

 Why Long Topics Are Better for the User (Tom Johnson) 
http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/06/why-long-topics-
are-better-for-the-user/ 

 Single-page Docs: Stop the click insanity (Brandon Philips) 
http://lanyrd.com/2013/writethedocs/scfpdh/ and 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rXcdTYuxwys 
 

http://idratherbewriting.com/2012/07/31/misconceptions-about-topic-based-authoring/
http://idratherbewriting.com/2012/07/31/misconceptions-about-topic-based-authoring/
http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/05/do-short-topics-make-information-more-findable/
http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/05/do-short-topics-make-information-more-findable/
http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/06/why-long-topics-are-better-for-the-user/
http://idratherbewriting.com/2013/05/06/why-long-topics-are-better-for-the-user/
http://lanyrd.com/2013/writethedocs/scfpdh/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rXcdTYuxwys


References 

 Content Re-use and Narrative Flow (Rahel Anne Bailie) 
http://intentionaldesign.ca/2013/01/06/content-re-use-
and-narrative-flow/ 

 Topic size: Finding the narrative minim (Mark Baker) 
http://everypageispageone.com/2012/09/11/topic-size-
finding-the-narrative-minim/ 

 Content Reuse and The Problem of Narrative Flow (Deane 
Barker) http://gadgetopia.com/post/8356 
 

http://intentionaldesign.ca/2013/01/06/content-re-use-and-narrative-flow/
http://intentionaldesign.ca/2013/01/06/content-re-use-and-narrative-flow/
http://everypageispageone.com/2012/09/11/topic-size-finding-the-narrative-minim/
http://everypageispageone.com/2012/09/11/topic-size-finding-the-narrative-minim/
http://gadgetopia.com/post/8356


Samples 

 Windows Help 8 topic: 
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-gb/windows-8/personalize-pc-
tutorial 

 Example 1: 
http://helpx.adobe.com/captivate/using/edit-audio.html 

 Example 2: 
http://helpx.adobe.com/photoshop/using/levels-
adjustment.html 

 Example 3: 
http://webhelp.madcapsoftware.com/flare9/Content/Multimedia
/Adding_Multimedia_Files_to_Projects.htm 

 Word Help: Create a bulleted or numbered list 
http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/word-help/create-a-bulleted-
or-numbered-list-HA102840173.aspx 
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Samples 

 Word Help: Use Word mail merge for email 
http://office.microsoft.com/en-gb/word-help/use-word-mail-
merge-for-email-HA102809788.aspx 

 Twitter Bootstrap documentation (single page with signposting 
that enables users to see full scope of topic) 
http://getbootstrap.com/getting-started/ 

 django-fluent-contents’ documentation (multiple pages with 
Next and Previous buttons) 
https://django-fluent-
contents.readthedocs.org/en/latest/index.html 

 WhatApp FAQs: What is Voice Messaging? 
http://www.whatsapp.com/faq/en/general/25118341 
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Matthew Ellison 

Questions? 

matthew@uaeurope.com 
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