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Biography — Nicky Bleiel
• 15 + years of experience as a technical communicator.
• Director, Society for Technical Communication
• Written and designed documentation for software products in the 

documentation, media, industrial automation, simulation, and 
pharmaceutical industries.

• Spoken at tcworld, STC, WritersUA, DocTrain, and LavaCon on a 
variety of topics, including: embedded help, tools and technologies, 
user assistance design, single sourcing, wikis, Web 2.0, and 
convergence technical communication.

• Articles published in tcworld magazine, STC Intercom, TechCom 
Manager, and the Content Wrangler.

• B.A. in Journalism from the Pennsylvania State University, member: 
Kappa Tau Alpha and the University Scholars Program.



What we’ll discuss

• How Embedded Help Improves Usability
• Traditional Barriers to Embedded Help
• Demonstration of Dynamic, Embedded 

Help
• Designing and Implementing Embedded 

Help
• Convergence with other User Assistance 

Deliverables



There are many 
User Assistance Options

Help/Manuals
Embedded Help
Websites
Blogs
Forums
Wikis
Job Aids (or Quick Reference Guides)
Videos/podcasts
Knowledgebases



Examples of 
Embedded Help ...



Descriptive Overviews/Links

From Microsoft® Windows Vista®



Expanded … or “Super”
 

Tooltips

On hover …

From Microsoft® Word



Static Information Within the 
User Interface

From  Amazon.com



Embedded Wizards

From Microsoft® Word



Embedded Help Panes

From ComponentOne Doc-To-Help®



How does Embedded Help 
improve Usability?

• Users don’t need to “ask the right question” (…find the Help, 
understand it, apply that understanding to the task at hand) 
(Wilbert Galitz)

• Embedded Help is nonintrusive and does not require the user 
to take the initiative (i.e., find and click a Help button or menu) 
(Lynne Hall)

• Users don’t see embedded help as “Help.” 
(Scott DeLoach)

• It’s task-specific … users stay in their workflow and don’t have 
to split their focus between two different windows. 
(Cheri Zubak)

• Encourages exploration and learning. 
(Mike Hughes)

• It’s optimized for “Perpetual Intermediates” 
(Alan Cooper)

Complete reference information in the Intercom article listed on the Q&A slide at end.



Barriers to Embedded Help

• It has traditionally been hard to implement, 
since it required a great deal of Software 
Development and Information 
Development time.

• Changes/updates were time consuming.
• Traditional online Help still necessary, so 

two Help systems were needed: 
• A traditional Help file
• A system that contained only “embedded” 

topics



Case Study of an 
Embedded Help Pane

One solution ...



Develop a Standalone Help file



And
 

use it as 
Embedded, Dynamic User Assistance

In the Main User Interface …



… and in dialog boxes also



Demonstration: Dynamic Help



How was this done?

• Dynamic Help control
• Can be integrated in Visual Studio.NET 

applications
• Information Development creates Help/does 

mapping
• Help file(s) and one XML mapping file returned to 

Software Development.
• Help file can be HTML Help (.chm) or uncompiled 

browser-based Help (NetHelp)

More information: 
http://www.componentone.com/SuperProducts/Dynami 
cHelpWinForms/

http://www.componentone.com/SuperProducts/DynamicHelpWinForms/
http://www.componentone.com/SuperProducts/DynamicHelpWinForms/


Demonstration: Mapping Help to the UI



Designing Your Help File

• One Help file can be used for both 
Embedded and “standalone” Help
– Saves information development time
– Saves space in install

• Why do you need both?
– Online Help still a necessary deliverable
– Table of Contents, Index, and Search are 

necessary navigation aids for customers



Step 1: Determine Mapping Strategy

Decide what user interface controls you will 
map: 

• Map Help to individual toolbar buttons or ribbon 
groups? Or both?

• Map dialog boxes to field-level information or the 
entire dialog? 



Step 2: Design Help

Next:
• List each user interface element that requires 

a Help topic (ribbons, panes, windows, dialog 
boxes, etc)

• List major functionality of product
• List ‘housekeeping’ and reference topics.

Then: 
• Create a sample TOC. Note planned 

mappings.





Table of Contents Structure

“Functionality” Buckets
Topics covering product functionality 
(Dialog box topics included here also)

“Welcome” includes all the 
‘Housekeeping’ topics.

“Guided Tour” and “Glossary” are 
‘Reference’ topics.

UI Buckets 
Topics mapped to the main user interface



Sample Structure — Overview Topic
Overview UI topic for Help

Requirements:
•Breadcrumbs
•Title
•Image
•Conceptual overview
•Additional reference info
•Related Topics

Generated

Overview topics will be the ones displayed in the Dynamic Help pane as users 
navigate the interface.

The topics in the “Related Topics” list appear in the Table of Contents also, under the 
appropriate “book.”



Sample Structure — 
Dialog Box Topic

Dialog box topic for Help & 
Dynamic Help

Requirements:
•Breadcrumbs
•Title
•Conceptual overview
•Optional: Important Fact
•“How to get there”
•Task (s)
•Dialog Box Field Definitions
•Related Topics

Generated

To eliminate information “dead ends” in Help and Dynamic Help, 
always include “related topics.”



Step 3: Create Help



Step 4: Map/Deliver Help

• Use provided mapping interface
• Deliver proper files (Help and XML 

mapping file) to Software Development



Additional Suggestions 
• Understand single-source authoring and concepts. Use 

conditional text, variable text, expandable or collapsible 
text, and other options your help-authoring tool (HAT) 
has to offer. 

• When designing your help, choose colors, fonts, and 
styles that work with the user interface. 

• Work with software development to determine the best 
position in your application’s user interface for the 
embedded help pane. 

• Once users are comfortable with the software, they may 
want to turn embedded help off. There should be a 
mechanism to allow this. 

• No topic should be a dead end. Always include a 
“Related Topics” list.



Convergence

• Help and Embedded, Dynamic Help 
should complement your other 
deliverables

• Avoid contradiction
• Strike a balance
• Plan how other deliverables will be 

integrated in user interface



Convergence User Assistance

Satisfies: 
Different preferences for information
Different types of learners

— Visual
— Auditory
— Kinesthetic



Demo: Other User Assistance in the UI
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Q & A
Contact information:
Nicky Bleiel
ComponentOne
Pittsburgh, PA
nickyb@doctohelp.com
www.doctohelp.com

STC Intercom Article June 2009: “Bringing Help to the Forefront: Strategies to Increase 
the Usability of Your Software User Assistance and Your Product”

http://www.componentone.com/newimages/Newsletter/0609/Bleiel_June_Intercom_2009. 
pdf

tcworld article October 2009: “Improving software usability through embedded user 
assistance”

http://www.tcworld.info/index.php?id=111

Blog “Technical Communication Camp” 
http://blogs.componentone.com/CS/blogs/techcamp/default.aspx

Twitter: nickybleiel

More on Dynamic Help control at: 
http://www.componentone.com/SuperProducts/DynamichelpWinForms/

mailto:nickyb@doctohelp.com
http://www.doctohelp.com/
http://www.componentone.com/newimages/Newsletter/0609/Bleiel_June_Intercom_2009.pdf
http://www.componentone.com/newimages/Newsletter/0609/Bleiel_June_Intercom_2009.pdf
http://www.tcworld.info/index.php?id=111
http://blogs.componentone.com/CS/blogs/techcamp/default.aspx
http://www.componentone.com/SuperProducts/DynamichelpWinForms/
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