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✤  is intrinsic to any product, from it's packaging and display to 

detailed instructions on how to use it. However, while there is a 

tremendous focus in the industry on user-centered design for the 

packaging, display and most crucially, for the interface of products, 

it does not follow through for content. Traditionally technical writers 

approach writing for, or about, a product from the technical content 

which could be far removed from the user-centered design approach 

and so affect the usability of your content.

Content



Sample

Graphic design and brand identity for Swedish urban smoothie brand Froosh by 
Pearlfisher. Image and information source: The Dieline.com 

The big, bold text is the 
graphic

DuPont Awards for packaging innovation 2008. 
Image and information source; DuPont.com

Primary bio-degradable, 
disposal message is prominent, 

and right on the package 



Sample

Menu labels identify 
primary user tasks

Category labels reflect users’ mental 
model of grouping



Sample

An award winning technical documentation site. Image and information source: Microsoft.com

Sources users 
go to when 

looking for help



Sample

On click,

expands to

Screen source: Wordpress



Two areas of interest

User 

Research

DESIGN

Design 

Principles



User research: What do writers need?✤  Information about users 

✤  user roles

✤  work/play environment

✤  user aptitude

✤  knowledge levels

✤  training

✤  familiarity with product

✤  access to media

✤  user tasks

✤  what devices users use

✤  complexity of tasks

✤  support



Typical sources of our information

Technical 
specification 

s
Marketing 
Material

Product 
definition 

documents

High level 
and low 

level design 
documents If you’re 

lucky,  use 
cases 

Closest to the “user”, but these 
talk about how the product 
“should” work “after” it has been 
designed

SMEs

The product- 
finished, 

semi 
finished



Now we know - why design for writers

✤  Insights that have a direct 
bearing upon the content 

✤  the type of help

✤  what content to focus on

✤  the tone

✤  language

✤  placement of and access to help

A large part of the work done in design is User Research. It provides

Insights into visual design

✤  aesthetics

✤  colours

✤  graphics



What does user research yield?

✤  user profiles 

✤  user work flow

✤  wish lists

✤  pain points with the existing systems



Gathering data

✤  Access people with the data: UI designers, customer-interface groups, 
customer support groups

✤  Access studies, reports: Data may be already available (user studies, 
profiles, personas, surveys, customer support data, card sort data, 

✤  Utopian to join the user research team



Some methods, tools and resources

✤  Questionnaires

Source of sample questionnaire: dbarham.net
Source of task matrix: Janice (Ginny) Redish, Redish & 
Associates, Inc.

✤  User-task analysis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
at whatever stage you are entering the process, ask your own questions - ideally to users directly or proxy users at best



Some methods, tools and resources

✤  Card sorting

Card sort exercise source: Donna Spencer, Todd Warfel in Boxes and Arrows; Card sort results source: designforuse.net; HE list source: Donn DeBoard

✤  Heuristic evaluation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
method for finding patterns in how users would expect to find content or functionality

Do the users want to see the information grouped by subject, process, business group, or information type?

How similar are the needs of the different user groups? >

How different are their needs?

How many potential main categories are there? (typically relates to navigation)



Some methods, tools and resources

✤  Focus Groups

✤  Contextual Inquiry

✤  Interviews

✤  Simple observation of users



Bridging the gap

✤  correlate

✤  research findings into 

✤  help design and authoring decisions 

✤  and increase usability



Correlate findings to decisions

✤  When and where do users 
perform a task? What’s the 
surrounding environment?

Not at their computers always 
- provide a printer friendly version?

Operate machinery in different locations 
- posters or job cards

Are there device constraints?

Are there confidentiality needs? 

Is there assistance and training available?

Break down topics into small, relevant 
chunks 
Extremely concise, brief content 
Minimal scrolling

Password protect content?

Content design harmonious with the other 
material? Does it duplicate it?



Correlate findings to decisions

✤  How frequently does the user 
interact with the product? Is it 
regular, continuous, 
interrupted? 

Enable users to dock the help content on 
their screen 

How does the user search for 
information? 

How quickly must the user act? 

What is the information involved? Is it 
complex or simple?

Search functionality, an Index, or both, 
a link to the customer support 
documentation?

Brief instructions, prominently placed next to 
action buttons   

If complex - include workflows, graphics 
If simple, use tables, charts, text



Correlate findings to decisions

✤  What do users find appealing, 
memorable? 

Colours, images, photos, graphic elements 
to use for warnings, notes, feedback, ask- 
a-question, chat windows  

Users’ lifestyle traits and motivations, 
personality characteristics, attitudes

Tone and voice - casual, formal, first person 
(almost always first person to keep users 
engaged)



Design principles

✤  Recognition over recall

✤  Visible status at all times

✤  Consistency

✤  Autonomy (user control)

✤ Efficiency 

✤  Minimalist content

✤  Match between real world and product

✤ Use metaphors well

✤ Visible navigation

✤ Good old ‘readability’ principles

✤ Engage users



Engage users...example

✤  Do it

Draw in the user with brief, but 
clear and  helpful instructions, 
instead of leaving the boxes blank

TechNet Support, source Microsoft Error message source, article by An Jay at http://www.smashingapps.com

Don’t overdo it

http://www.smashingapps.com


Visibility and navigation

Trail

Visible, relevant navigation

Screen source: GMail Help pages



System matches the real world

parcels, freight, warehousing, supply chain, mail

Icons source: DHL website home page



Efficiency

Instead of searching for a small 
close button, users can simply 

say no, thanks

Screen source: GoogleDocs



Recognition over recall

You know this icon will expand 
into this

Image source: Jet Airways online booking website



Resources

✤  Websites

• www.stcsig.org/usability/topics/index.html

• www.stcsig.org/usability/index.html

• www.boxesandarrows.com

• www.usability.gov/

• www.wqusability.com/

• www.useit.com

• Books

http://www.stcsig.org/usability/topics/index.html
http://www.stcsig.org/usability/index.html
http://www.boxesandarrows.com
http://www.usability.gov
http://www.wqusability.com
http://www.useit.com


Thank you
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