Browse Sequences in Online
Help

by Bruce R Gibbs ang David k. Farkas

documentation set. One Important
T€ason for this js thay Help systems

by following a specific pathway
established by the author. This featyre
generally appears ¢ the user ag
Previous ang Next buttons, (Backward-
and forward—facing angle brackets are

Pathways have been given such names
as "hypertrails,” "guided tours," ang
"browse Sequence—the term made
Popular by Microsoft. Browse Sequence

Previously visjteq topics, not Navigate
along the author’s pre-established
pathway.
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effective. We focus on Microsoft
Windows 3.1 mw) Help because i IS 50
Prevalent,

Can We Omit the Browse
Sequence?




Seéquence represents the author's jdes of
the most likely and productive pathway
through the Mmaterial, Readers, of
course, can and do read selectively and

Sequentia] reading than do printed
books. But even in hypertexts, readers
at times prefer Sequentia] reading. They
may be more than willing to avoid the
cognitive burden of constantly selecting
the next node to Visit and prefer to
simply follow the author's default
reading Sequence in Iearru'ng about a

particular function of a software

Omitting browsge Séquence are two-fold,
and we review them below.

Browse Sequences Are Not Widely
Used
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more likely to consult a yger's guide
when wishing to Jearn 4 broad area of
functionah’ty Such as styles.

While there js No broad-baseq e€mpirica]
evidence one way or the other, this

Users wil] reject such clumsy
alternatives a5 consulting a list of topics
On a contents SCreen, Jumping to the first
topic on a particular Subject, jumping
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forth, This is a]] the more true becayse
users will expect good browse

documents.

Help Applications Make Browse
Sequences Difficult to Implement

Sequences by demonstrating both that
esigners can work Creatively to

Single Segment (Giant Chain)

The simplest arrangement for 4 browse
Séquence is to create 4 single long
Sequence encompassing every topic in
the Help System. The yser, therefore,

Usually, it i more effective to Create a
browse Sequence Consisting of multiple
Segments, each Segment COnsisting of 4
8roup of related Help topics. Thus, a]1
the topics Pertaining to Styles might
become 3 single Segment, and a]] the
topics on printing migh¢ become
another one. The order of the topics in
each segment s the Help author’s jdea
of the best reading Sequence,
presumably the same order in whijch the
topics would appear if they were




With niultiple Segments the yser cannot
rely solely on the Previous ang Next

Segment topology accentuates the
relatedness of the topics in any one
Segment. In the single-segment
topology the yser may cross the
boundary from one group of topics to

another too easily to recognize the unity

can add specig] "divider/ Organizer"

Ring

Another design Option is to c]oge up one
Or more segments Into a ring topology.

Accelerator

Some progressive Help authors have
used the Tesources of the Windows Help
application to add custom "accelerator”



through the South end of the city, but
refusing o Provide a royte map that
would let them determine What stationg
the Subway hag just come from ang
where jt jg 80ing. Browse Séquences,
therefore, can be sigm'ﬁ'cantly enhanced
when Help applicationg Provide a smajj
display area that Previews the tjt]e of

shows seven Help topics belonging to a
single segment. The current Help topic

acing Pages
dding Page Numbers
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Chooclnq Fontg ang Font Sizeg

Fontg and fem Szes yuy selact affgey et i the drawmg area yntif you change
them

3 3siact a g from the S Box,
¢ Chooss the OK butign

Présious Topy, %
Naxt Togie %ﬂm
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Artificial Intelligence

An intriguing option that must await
much improved technology in the ares
of artificia] intelligence is 3 browse
S€équence (or quasi-browse Sequence) in
which the selection of the topics is
determined "on the fly" in response to
the system's Perception of the needs of
the user. Artificia] intelligence can also
be used for previewing topics,

Conclusion

The question of omitting the browse
Sequence in Help concerns a]] those who
design Help applications, who author
Help systems, ang who use computers.
We assert that browse Sequence is an
Important feature in online Help, that it

~ will become more imporfant, and that

still better browse sequences are
possible.
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