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n a tume when most online documenta-

tion specialists are focused on learning

HTMI -based help and are primarily

concerned with knowing and using cut-
ling-cdge tools and technology, we may be for-
cetting one necessity lor online documentanon,
While it 15 true that we need o learn ethcient
ways to provide online help and must master the
tools that make us more productive, we must also
remember that accomplishing these goals 1s sec-
ondary to offering software users last, ellective,
and accurate online information.

[his aricle discusses how fo prosace
online information by 1|l.ing i BCHATDE
that many docwmentation h[m"iulihl:q.
never work with—ithe message box,
Manv documentanon specialists regard
M E3saEe haxes n.implf. as part of the
.||:||:|1|_',||:i4|:| wndd lei sosliware 1‘|H‘r|1:||:|-|'n
handle them. In reality, however, mes
aage boxes are where software docni-
mentation begins,

What Are Message Baxes!

The Mis hlu.u_fl“ Manual r._lll'."i'fh.l:l‘ I|'|'.l| Terk-
rbral Publicaiions defines a message box
as “a secondary window thar is dis-
played 1o inform a user about a parnic-
ular condivion.” It stands o reason that
thee text vou place inside a message o
s called a message. In his book Deagn-
g and Winirmg Chiline Docimeriation,
William Horten defines messages as
“smgall preces of information autemati-
cally displaved w guide wsers of a com-
puter program.”

A kv characterste of a messige baox
1% that i1 15 audowaiacally 4|'|.|-|h'.lr|.rr]. At

mmatically |.|.i5||.|:|.|.1-'m|.|; information s fu mr, .
more effective than foreing users wo 4 '::'t-—-".-
search [or it Also, e by writlen mes- e e gy e o |
. g Ir-
SARCS FTRlE AT E—‘Il {-—"IE'—‘H‘:II 1 :a'
Mmuu;r:\ tles el mecessarily have 10 T AT . P o
be presented in small preces. | like w vy Illl_t'f'l‘l
think that every documentation speciak S
: eSSaC
188 presenis anky the recjuared wovout ol I_l_]' Ht -_]-
et in oany type of documentation— l:ﬂ_uc ‘!?' LIS‘I?IS

artline or hard CERY, Huonwever, LS TS ~
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boxes need moi be lmited 1o small
picces of information, They should
include ihe 1|:||:|n:||:|ri.1lr wrnoni ool
information io enable users o compleis
itheir jaohs,

[ am disippointed that none of the
defimitions | have found on message
baoxes mention that the fwing of o mes
sage box is critical. Users not onky need
imformaticn fast bot alse may need i
before performing ancther task

Here B my osn definition of 4 mes
sage boy, as compounded from several
sources, A message boy is a window that
a software application (mot the user)
displays to inform users about a condi-
tiom, process, or procedore that the
users should Enow abemn before conrin-
uking to use that application,

Why Should We Use Message Boxes!

[ ean tell vou in one simple sentence
why we should use message hoxes—
users need them, Message boxes give
users specific information they need w
]u‘rl'ra-l im 4 task or handle @ EYalem
process. Users who are reluciant to fish
aroauiid with an online h1.'||: SYSAEIT CAn
avitormatically get the informnation they
aeed from micssage boxes

As Chery] Locken Zubak poinned ot
at the 19498 WinWiriters Online Help
Conference, "Users are ina oy they
dloa 't waant 1o wale aroud b vour help
system {fo maiter how cool 10 m)." She
alwn pointed out thal users wianl o de
thingr—they prefer learning an appli-
witlion by usingg ik, Since users ae dotigg,
we need o give them information
while they iare experimenting with an
application,

Messige boxes differ from online
help in that users do not have o seek
the information they need: The :er|:||i-
cation awiomatically |:|:|5-|'|:|L11.'x if Fewr
them, The hesi wary o 1‘I1IEi|‘I..:IHi.J:I.' ithe
1i|;|||i|ﬁ|r..1|n'f ol this wuiomatic 4:|jx|:r|1'.
of information is through an example.

A sodtware rle-wl-e:.;wr recently asked
(1) (=l 1] hrlp hier write o misssage bhox bor
an pr'lin_'iui.m ]]4=|:|e'||rli||1|||; on the
made in which the software mins, users
may need w know special informaion
when exiting the application. Sormally,
hoswever, users can exit withouwt this
information,



Writing & Ediung

since 1t 1s
automatically
displayed
when users

T elescuiment the e

Figure [. Toble Used for AMestage Box Drafts

mition |':-|:|1|1|'|-|:I. faar thas
]ur:.w:i'l:li'lin', a dloscume st
1FH'-|':I:I.“H s two -a-|||i1|||.:q..

ID | Message

Default| Other |lcon|
Button |Button(s)| |

The First is to write cast an
explanation in the onling
help, detailing the circumn

stances under which the
user musl have the special
information in order tooexit the appli-
cation, The users muost thien ke the
tme te find and read the explanation
This opaiomn seems like a lot of work {for
Bty thve vsers and thie doscumaeEnitateon
specialist). especially o explin some
thing vsers do nob usually have o koo

The more sensible option s o auto
matically display the information when
usi-rs meed i In this example, we display
a message box when users attempt o
it dhown the application, The message
b gives them information they need
aboue the task they are anempring 1o
perform. In a sense, the message box
mickes the applicaton self~documented
(e message box also eliminates the
el 1o document the information in
the reference manual and online help,
since 11 s avilormatically l|:|-1.l|..l'-'1‘l!| v
wsiers e L

How to Construct Message Boxes

I'hie farst shegs an cOnSIucing messige
bmaes 1= der determine where and when
voun e thaem, Generadby, youn shoadd] vese
a messare box lor ervors, preveguisioe
actiomns, and conbirmation of acdons
comuld e '-4.'|1-;'-||'+|||||||:|| HLIGETNEY
o yesur usets, Adso,
timing of a mes-
sagre b s cruclal,
Users must have
their
miindds the acticms

fresh in

thev were taking
hetore the message
bp e,

The nexe st 1%
Liv F‘:il.lht'l' imbormm
tieen about ithe
evenis that mgger
the wnessane les
What events canse
the IThCSEAT beies 10
-:1F:|.'|:|:' How do these cvenis
aftect the application and s vsers?

Inhere=m

TaN'a Ve Ve FaValla Ve Ve

What opticns, il anv, do users haves
What happens afier users close the mes
srfe hiixes?

After you have gathered this infor-
mation, 1% e o start writing the
messages. When you wrile a meessage,
yerid shaled Teellony @ cerain strsciire
to provide users with the following
informaticn:
® The event thal occurmed o generane

thie messigre oy
* What will happen & a result of this

event and 1f the user lels the esvent

CHI LTI
* A summary guesiion that leads o an

answer by clicking a buaiton

The sumnmry guesiion ahwidid e sdiasin
but meanimgiul, becaise experbenocd
wsers are likely tor resd] anby the guestion
and ignaore the rest af the messige, Fsl-
lowaim thie sapmomary Cjusestio, e miis-
sage how shouled have buioass with Lalsels
thur amswer thie fJuestinn The dedimali buig-
o {the buactes chet i actvesutesd o thee s
prEsses the Enter kev) shiouldd be the
AW ESeTs are sl fikely o sebect on
the cawe thist is beast likely o hae semionas
imnplicarions for system apensdions,

If your company Uses iCons i nies
sagc ||r13_|:"~|_ |||;' SUNFE [dn LIS+ {OmNE thait
III.AL.IZ"‘- semac Lo |h|' I sEAghe, Ihriee
CORITRITO il, OEE e i||‘|'||| |1I;Ili|!I1:I|. T
ciel, and warnlng. Use critical or warn-
ing icons only when the user’s actions
comld have seriomns consequences

Yoo 11 want we wrine the drafts of the
message boxes noa word processor o)
sprewdsheet application. Creave a table
similar 1o the one shown in Figure |
Fach toww i the tilsle TEfnesemils ane awes
sapge baox. [ e ssane b 110 shvoldd
ruuﬂ's-.|:|u|1||.1l.'|l|| e 100 visedd i the .Ii:l|.l|i-
cation developrsent ool When you have
fimishesl writing amsd cobigbng the mcssage
haoes, you can either give e able o the
developer o upadate the mesage bosxes
o uese it Ao upekate them virsell,
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Figure 1. Poorly Designed Message Box

Exit Apphcation

&)

Figure 3, Well-Designed Messogs Box

Scheduler?

Stop Using System Agent’?

(7

Example

Let's use this information in an exam-
ple. In thiz example we will document a
message box for a fictitiows program
called Application Scheduler. Applica-
tion Scheduler runs applications on the
e s compater automatically an times
scheduled by the user Because of the
mature of the program, shutting down
Application Scheduler conld signifi-
canthy wffect system operations. Sched-
uled applications cannot run when
Application Scheduler is shiut down,

Let's first look at how wed 1o design
the mesage box. Conslder the message
box im Figure 2,
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This message box does not tell nsers
whiat 1]1:13: clid v Eemerals thie nessige
how. IF users think they clicked a “Print”
Burioem bsure :fq'irlrnlallg.' clicked an
“Exit” button, they will wonder why the
“Frint” bution generaied such @ mes-
sage box (of course there are consid-
eralde wser interface design issues if an
"Exit” button is mistaken for a "Print”
button—but that's an article for
anather time],

The message box does not el users
anything abour what is happening with
the application, nor does it wll them
viliat to expect il they let the event con-

imigroem
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tinue. Basically, the entire message s a
SLUTLITLLTY CJUeALROnL,

Ohe final problem: The butons in
the message box do not answer the
question the message box asks, IFasked
the guestion orally, users would mos
likely answer “¥es™ or “No”

Let's compare this message box with
one created for the same procedure in
a simibar application. .‘lfirm'm:ﬁn Syidem
Ageni cdbers a near-perfect 1.".ua|:|:||.l||: wla
well-designed message box, shown in
Figure 3.

Wotice that the frst sentence o the
miessage tells users what event gener-
ated the mesage box, The next sen-
tence tells what will hul:nprn il the event
is allowed o continue, The LT ERTTE
box ends with a sEmImary quesl 1o anel
huiions lakbseled wich prnu.iblr ATSWET S,
“Mo” as the deftauli answer, because
answering “Yes™ could significantly
affeci sisiem ::.prr.l.lin:ms.

Conclusion

s imen LU ~:|'|ﬂ,'i:a|h:|.1: shicbd ire=al
LT HILY bowes s part i a documienie
o sl Instesd of allowingg randaom mes
SAgEs b l.'i|“|,||,=!1.' describe svsiem
aperutions, we should use messge boges
to help users work with the software
application. While message hoxes can-
nod replace traditicnal documentation,
they can give users releant online dooe
mpcnttion when they mnecd i, W
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