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Abstract

During the 1980s, developers and documentors collaborated on a joint mission: to make applications
(and their manuals) as usable as possible: easy-to-learn, easy-to-operate, and therefore more useful. In re-
cent years, however, developers have substantially retreated from this protective approach to users,
placing a greater emphasis on flexibility, feature-richness, and customizability, none of which is consis-
tent with the traditional, technical communicator’s model of usability. New conceptions of software, and
new expectations about users, may result in a “post-usability era,” in which documentors will probably
need to moderate their traditional rhetorical and pedagogical roles as protectors of users and advocates for

the primacy of ease-of-use.

The Usability Paradox

Usability is a paradox. When we think of it
as “friendliness” or “ease” of use, we forget
that, at least in the 1980s, we made systems
more usable by restricting the choices of us-
ers, by replacing their unencumbered blank
screens and command lines with structured
and unyielding menus and predefined data
entry fields and intelligible screen prompts.

Cheerful language should not obscure the
obvious facts. What we have traditionally
called a friendly interface (at least until about
1990) is really a stubborn interface: a short,
inflexible menu of choices, often leading to
another and another. From this perspective,
menus do not give choices; they limit them.
Pull-down menus do not just give the few
available options; they “gray-out” the op-
tions that are invalid or inappropriate. That
is, to the extent that unencumbered users
are free to make serious blunders or paint
themselves into inescapable corners (as with
the libertarian C-prompt), to that extent us-
able design usually has entailed the restric-

tion of the users, for their protection and to
enhance their comfort and productivity.

During this period, roughly from 1980 to the
present, usability and usability testing have
been closely connected. The methods used
in the latter tend to operationally define the
former. For human factors specialists and
for interface designers, the testable domain
of usability has been somewhat broader
than for technical communicators. Booth, for
example, and more recently Rubin, [1] in-
clude in the provenance of the term not only
ease of operation and ease of learning, but
also general product usefulness and even
attractiveness (likability). In contrast, when
technical communicators use the term they
tend to restrict it. Leonard and Waller [2]
remark that “a simple definition of a usable
software product is an application that is
easy to learn and easy to use.” Similarly
Rubens and Rubens [3] propose that
“usability testing helps determine whether
or not the product you develop will be easy
to use for a specific audience.”
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This difference in perspectives is easy to un-
derstand. Historically, a central charge of
technical communicators has been to ame-
liorate and simplify in-place software and
systems. In many organizations they have
served as the users’ advocates, often the
only ones willing to defend ease of learning
over other design objectives. But this em-
phasis, understandable in the context de-
scribed below, excessively restricts the vi-
sion of the technical communicator. Put
simply, the notion that easier is always bet-
ter, or that users do not want hard to use
applications, may put technical communica-
tors out of touch with the current and com-
ing eras of software development.

Ending the Dependence on Manuals

The 1980s pursuit of usability was largely an
assault on assumptions in the computer
technology of earlier decades. In the 60s and
70s, technology, especially software, was
presumed to be inherently obscure and dif-
ficult; it could be used only after extensive
training and only with considerable memo-
rization. Because there was nothing intuitive
or easily understood, because the interface
was generally empty and unstructured, the
burden of training the user and providing
auxiliary memory fell typically on the
manuals. The manual, like a prosthetic that
shapes the user’s thinking into a profile that
matches the profile of the technology, had to
be present at all times. Users and operators,
even the best and most experienced, were
manual-dependent; their books were pe-
ripheral devices; almost no one could work
without them.

The 80s paradigm was different: the
“intuitive interface.” In the PC epoch, writ-
ers and psychologists attacked the notion
that software is inherently difficult. Cynical
human factors critics sometimes complained
that the users” manual was a compendium
of everything wrong with the user interface.
The notion flourished that, with the right
screens and pointing devices, software (and
other programmable technology) could be
made “intuitive.” (By “intuitive” people in
the industry really mean “transparent”; un-

fortunately, though, the latter term is un-
available because of its chronic misuse by -
programmers as a synonym for “invisible.”)

The overarching ambition was that, by re-
placing remembering with recognizing
(through various fixed and task-linked
menus), by replacing the typing of long
strings with short strings (menu letters, F-
keys) or with point-and-click (cursor bars,
arrows), and by otherwise reducing the
causes of confusion and impasse, we could
produce computer systems and devices that
could be used with little or no orientation
and only infrequent recourse to manuals.

Nearly everyone involved in the develop-
ment of technology—programmers, docu-
mentors, marketers —was joined in pursuit
of a common mission: to make computers
and applications no more difficult to use
than household appliances, if not easier.
Developers often used the analogy of rental
cars, reminding us that almost anyone could
operate any model of rental car without in-
structions and almost without any trial and
error.

Important to this plan was breaking the grip
of users’” manuals, almost universally de-
spised, and ending the need to read books
as a precondition to learning an application.
There was an evangelical mood to this mis-
sion, a sense of common commitment to a
noble goal that would make people ever
more happy and productive. By the end of
the decade, even educated people—not just
those who had difficulty with technical pub-
lications —sometimes boasted about their
reluctance to use manuals. The idea gained
acceptance in some circles that products
which needed manuals or force us to consult
them are “underdesigned” products.

This new, usable approach to software en-
gendered a new relationship between sys-
tem developers and “information develop-
ers” —the new name for documentors and
technical writers. Instead of writers becom-
ing involved at the end of the development
cycle, where their task was to produce
“comprehensive” descriptions of the new
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product, they were often now on the devel-
opment team, participating in the design of
the interface.

Because preparing manuals and instruc-
tional materials gives writers special insights
into what makes the system difficult or er-
ror-prone, the “information developer,”
acting as advocate for the user, especially
the beginning user, was to press for ease-of-
use in the product, often even writing the
prompts, menus, and messages that consti-
tuted much of the user interface. (As a for-
tunate coincidence, the declining price of
computer resources made it feasible to re-
place most coded and indecipherable mes-
sages with natural language sentences.)

Having exerted their influence on the de-
sign, writers would then “document” at the
margins: teaching people how to use the
generally intelligible interface and elaborat-
ing only on especially difficult or error-
prone aspects of the system. Further, they
would lobby to have these weak spots cor-
rected in the next version, so that the need
for the explanations would be gone.

Occasionally there was some stress between
the developers and writers. Overzealous
documentors seemed preoccupied with the
needs of the brand-new, inexperienced, even
hopelessly inept user. And programmers, in
contrast, tended to think of users as some-
what more resourceful and willing to learn
an arcane trick or two. (This conflict, as it
turns out, is at the heart of the retreat from
usability.)

In some cases, there was also a conflict when
writers wanted to take control of screen
messages, especially help screens, while de-
velopers wanted to restrict writers to the
domain of manuals and training materials —
to paper. For the most part, though, the col-
laboration was successful and the result was
a kind of system that gave plain instruc-
tions, asked intelligible questions, provided
information when needed, and generally
freed the user from the need to refer to
manuals.
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This sort of system or application was nearly
always a character-based program, running
either on a nongraphical PC or even on a
relatively dumb terminal. Its two central
“usability” elements, the features that made
it workable even without reference to a
manual, were its use of menu trees (linked
chains of simple choices) and context-
sensitive help (popup screens containing ei-
ther a list of allowable entries for a given
field or an instruction for deciding what to
type in that field). This technology was able
to automate and simplify nearly every busi-
ness and administrative function, from or-
der entry, to flight reservations, to banking
transactions, to point-of-sale commerce. The
operators of these systems tended to be
clerks and low-level administrators and, af-
ter a brief orientation course, they could ex-
pect to work for long stretches without con-
sulting a publication. (Indeed, problems
were almost always the result of system
malfunctions, rather than the operators’ mis-
takes.)

Top of
Menu-Tree

Figure 1. Representation of Quicken for DOS
Menu)

Consider, for example, this rendering of the
opening screen of the DOS version of
Quicken (Figure 1). In its simple, unclut-
tered presentation, it is the height of 80s us-
ability. Note that we are looking at the top
of a menu tree; on the bottom two rows are
a secondary menu that changes as the cursor
slides through the choices, as well as a fixed
menu of F-key functions. These F-keys, fur-
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ther, refer the user to one of the two main
modes of help that characterized the period:
a “Help Index” that opens up an entire on-
line manual, searchable by topic and, in ad-
dition, context-sensitive help that provides
information appropriate to the position of
the cursor at the time of the request. The
user’s actions consist in sliding the cursor
bar and selecting. There is no typing until
we reach the farthest branches of data entry.

The interfaces for such systems are clean,
clear, and rectilinear. One moves up and
down a hierarchical information stack; even
with a mouse, there is no “dragging” or
“rubberbanding.” They resemble orderly
kitchens and workspaces, with all the tools
put neatly away, except for a simple sheet of
instructions and a sign pointing to the Exit.

The most extreme example of this style, of
course, was the ubiquitous opening screen
of WordPerfect 5.0 for DOS. Through ingen-
ious design, hundreds of word processing
functions were converted to menu trees,
each hanging from one of 40 combinations
of the F, Shift, and Control keys. The inter-
face was an all-blue, ultra modern, Bauhaus-
style kitchen, where all the tools were hid-
den away in drawers without knobs or but-
tons. Even when the program offered a
menu bar and pull-down menus (Version
5.1), many users continued to use the
smooth uncluttered interface instead (as
they still do, by the millions, today).

Supporting such stable, reliable business
and administrative software also fostered a
kind of standardization in user documenta-
tion. Manuals became illustrated lectures,
with the bulk of the book containing cap-
tured or simulated screens with explanatory
captions. There were, of course, stylistic
conflicts. Some writers still wanted to de-
scribe and explain each menu and screen as
a separate entity, arranged alphabetically
(product-oriented), while others wanted to
link the screens into meaningful scenarios
(task-oriented). Generally though, for this
type of technology the problem of the users’
manual was solved. A good manual would
contain a useful sequence of representative

screens, filled with realistic data, along with
enough exposition to explain what was not
obvious from the illustration.

Protectiveness and Paternalism

This quest for usability may be regarded as
a paternalistic imposition of fixed options
and inflexible rules for the protection of the
user.

Thus, what made this form of application, as
well as its documentation, possible was the
notion that the responsibility for the appear-
ance of the screens, the operation of the
keys, and the sequence of steps required to
complete a transaction was with the devel-
opers of the system. Unlike the old days of
the 60s and 70s, with their empty, structure-
less interfaces, in which the job of the devel-
oper was merely to provide the user with
tools and resources, the new era of usability
meant that the developer or programmer
had to work everything through in advance,
even to devising a table for context-sensitive
help that would predict what was perplex-
ing a user at an impasse. Developers, at the
urging of writers and teachers, were forced
to become paternalistic about software, al-
though many never really wanted to.

Users were, of course, being protected from
themselves. It was argued, convincingly,
that if users felt they could not make a bad
mistake while working on their systems,
then they would work with more energy
and be more willing to use trial-and-error as
a way of solving problems. [4] Similarly, the
1980s pursuit of “usable documentation”
may also be interpreted as the development
of paternalistic writing and publishing
techniques that would protect readers from
themselves.

Until the documentation of business soft-
ware became a large minor industry in the
80s, the presumed relationship between
writers and readers of manuals was very
much like the traditional relationship be-
tween literary authors and their readers. The
writer’s responsibility was to write clearly
and correctly and to “provide information”;



if the information was wide and deep
enough, we called it “comprehensive,” [5]
our highest rating. And the reciprocal part
of this notion was the expectation that read-
ers would be intelligent, resourceful, patient;
we expected them to follow instructions
(“How to Read This Manual”) and to re-
member what they had read from session to
session. Until the 80s, we expected the
manuals to be somewhat more communica-
tive than the interfaces they supple-
mented —but not much. At the very least,
everyone, writers and readers, did not ex-
pect manuals to be easy or “intuitive”;
moreover, failure to read or use one’s man-
ual was taken as a sign of laziness and irre-
sponsibility on the part of the reader, not, as
was later the case, an indictment of the
quality, the “usability,” of the publication.

By the mid-80s, though, unread or unused
manuals were more likely to be blamed on
bad writers than shiftless readers. (This was
the same era in which the idea became
fashionable that failing students are really
evidence of failing schools and teachers.)
The nascent software documentation pro-
fession adopted paternalism as its model,
taking upon itself the responsibility for the
“usability” and “readability” of publications.
It was not uncommon for those young and
ambitious writers who came of age in this
decade to imagine manuals that could be so
well put together that even the least sophis-
ticated and muost reluctant readers would
find them easy and helpful. In contrast,
many of the technical writers who reached
maturity earlier, in the 60s and 70s, were
outspokenly annoyed about this preoccupa-
tion with the special limitations of novices,
and rather obtuse novices at that. [6] This
friction between the generations of writers
did not really bother the young writers
much, though; in truth, the intellectual lead-
ership of the new writing era was to be
found in human factors psychology
(usability testing, visual design...) and in in-
structional technology, rather than in the old
texts on technical writing.

Paternalistic writers (like me) even expro-
priated the terminology of software engi-
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neering in general, and user-friendliness in
particular. My book on the subject [7]
claimed that, although writers could not co-
erce readers to read any words in any order,
the writer’'s main objective should be to
eliminate those well-understood factors that
distract, mislead, derail, or overburden the
user. The central goal was to “engineer” the
document so as to shape and control the at-
tention of the reader.

What the profession learned about docu-
mentation, and applied with considerable
success, was how to reduce reader overhead,
the effort needed to find the right words and
pictures and put them in the right order.
(Notice again: Usability consists in eliminat-
ing unproductive choices; the less freedom
the readers have, the less likely they are to
misread or misuse the document.)

And, as a fortunate coincidence, desktop
publishing technology gave even the lowli-
est writer in the smallest company immense
new powers to determine the final form of
documents and to apply what was known
about page design and typography to fur-
ther control the attention of readers. Infor-
mation developers benefited as much from
the new computer technologies as any other
profession, and more than most. Whereas in
the early 70s the typical technical writer
wrote in pencil on a lined tablet and de-
pended on someone called a “repro typist”
to prepare the final, “camera-ready” docu-
ment, by the mid-80s writers were making
the pages directly, with almost too much
graphical and typographical freedom.

Again, this technology enhanced their abil-
ity to make the writing accessible and read-
able. The most junior writer could now de-
liver publications with comfortable column-
widths and readable typefaces. To reduce
the amount of page flipping and to simplify
the task of editors, we could now integrate
text and illustrations seamlessly, something
that only professional print shops used to be
able to do. Ironically, in the 70s, one of the
pleasures of being published was seeing our
words typeset and justified; by the late 80s,
most savvy documentors knew that text-
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justification was a liability and were produc-
ing ragged-right texts on purpose. To most
people, this merely meant that the average
computer manual was “prettier” or more
professional looking; to the professional,
these documents were designed for readabil-
ity and produced genuine improvements in
reliability.

With usability —that is, ease of learning and
use—as its rallying call, the profession ad-
vanced dramatically. A comparison of the
Lotus 1-2-3 manuals of the early 80s and late
80s, for example, shows what appears to be
centuries of progress. And, indeed, the re-
mainder of this decade will probably be
spent disseminating the advanced tech-
niques of usable documentation more and
more widely, until well-made, good-looking
manuals are a commonplace.

Throughout this decade, very few have
challenged the underlying precept: that the
user is like a dependent child, in need of
constant parental protection from the dan-
gers of the world.

The Silent Retreat from Usability

Somewhere around 1990, with the advent of
universal graphical computing, the goal of
usability — that is, ease of use—was unosten-
tatiously downgraded and superseded by
new goals. Ironically, the tactic that enabled
this change of policy to slip into the tent un-
noticed was that it masqueraded itself as the
latest frontier of usability and “friendliness.”
(Indeed, nearly all developers continue to
talk about ease of use as though it were still
the prime objective.) Especially given that
the Apple Macintosh organization had al-
ways insisted that its graphical style of
computing —“intuitive,” according to its en-
thusiasts —was markedly easier to use than
the DOS or UNIX or MVS styles of comput-
ing, it seemed only logical that the non-
Macintosh world could substantially in-
crease its ease of operation, merely by
adopting a graphical interface of its own.

And, of course, there is one sense in which
the transition to Windows and windows-like

operating systems has made life easier: Af-
ter the many days it takes to learn how
Windows works, there is a single repertoire
of conventions and a single familiar operat-
ing shell that does not have to be relearned
with each new application. Of course, much
of the same result could have just as easily
been achieved in the character-based world
with, for example, the Lotus menu shell,
used so effectively in the character-based
versions of Lotus 1-2-3 and Lotus Freelance.

What is too often overlooked is that the
widespread appeal of graphical computing
derives not from its ease of use but from
other benefits. What most draws us to Win-
dows and such is, first, the power and ver-
satility of the shell, which, among other
things, provides several ways of doing
nearly every task. Indeed, the current
widely used version of Windows (3.1) is so
complex, undisciplined, and unpredictable a
system—especially regarding its protocols
for installing new applications—that one
depends on these multiple paths. Often,
what should work does not and, in these in-
stances, experienced users have learned to
be grateful that when one path fails, there is
always another way. (If we can’t insert it as
a file, insert it as an object; if we can’t insert
it at all, we copy it into the clipboard and
paste it; if the pasted bitmaps make the file
too large, we convert them, etc.)

This sense of endless possibilities, including
the knowledge that there are many un-
documented techniques, gives Windows
sessions their peculiarly adventuresome
mood and style. And this sense of challenge,
intellectual frustration, and inventive prob-
lem-solving, although it may be character-
ized as ultimately “useful” (in the way that a
language with more vocabulary and richer
syntax is more useful in communicating
than a language with less vocabulary and
simpler syntax), is diametrically opposite
the prevailing utilitarian notion of the 80s
user-friendly menu-tree!

Feature-richness, feature-abundance, is an-
other part of the appeal of post-1990 soft-
ware. Even though windows-type shells
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ease switching between applications, in-
creasingly we have loaded up our applica-
tions with so many features and utilities that
one need not leave them to do other tasks. A
1994 word processing system, for example,
uses the “frames” that were once the prov-
ince of desktop publishers; most include cal-
culators, simple spreadsheet and charting
programs, templates for making mailing la-
bels, a simple drawing program (with the
ability to import all standard artwork),
automated routines for form letters.... So-
called spreadsheet programs include filing
systems, clip art libraries, presentation soft-
ware, and a few sound effects.

Feature-richness, far more than price, seems
to drive the market. (Indeed, the ability to
use the same graphical conventions to
launch an ever-larger set of functions must
have encouraged developers to so load their
applications with features that the resulting
complexity sometimes offsets the usability
benefits of the graphical operations.) Con-
sumer and business magazines make side-
by-side comparisons of competing products
and buyers vote against those that lack even
the most arcane features. Mighty software
companies sometimes offer stripped-down
versions of their products, only to discover
that consumers prefer the bloated ones. (For
example, even though most users never
produced anything more ambitious than a
letter or memo on WordPerfect 5.x, the
leaner, less expensive, less resource-hungry
LetterPerfect version never appeared on any
of the software best-selling lists.)

Feature-rich programs bedazzle the novice
and also tend to be buggy, slower, and un-
reliable. Information services offer patch
programs; major companies issue invisible
upgrades without changing version num-
bers; bulletin boards fill with problem mes-
sages. Although some of this poor quality is
due to the rush to market, most of it is in-
herent to the feature-richness itself. It is an
axiom of software engineering that when a
product exceeds a certain level of comnplex-
ity, it is no longer possible to test all of its
uses.
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Moreover, when two feature-rich programs
interact in the same session, mystical errors
often occur in the system. Feature-richness
introduces additional menus with additional
tiers of decisions. It opens dialogue boxes
containing 10 choices instead of one. It can
make the low-level task of saving a file into
a high-level decision problem. Why is it the
apparent goal of every software developer?

What has emerged in the last three or four
years as the marketing equivalent of user-
friendliness is user-customizability. Appar-
ently, no product or application will be well
received these days unless it offers a wide
range of options to users: colors, panel sizes,
opening screens, icon displays, nomencla-
ture, warning policies, interruption priori-
ties, cursor styles, sounds, links with other
programs, exit sequences. Users, it appears,
demand the right to change the width of
help panels as well as the color of the high-
lighted text; they insist on being able to
change the size of the screen text, even the
number of lines of resolution; they not only
want to pick their colors, they want the abil-
ity to switch “palettes” between jobs, trad-
ing off beauty for speed if they feel like it.
Why, some even want to be able to convert a
busy Windows-based word processing
screen into the pristine blue of WordPer-
fect—a feature provided by, of all people,
Word for Windows.

Others want “multiple desktops,” in which
they cluster these personal choices into sty-
listic profiles that can be invoked as the oc-
casion or mood requires. And some even
demand the right to have fun, to intermingle
humorous sound effects and clips from
movies and TV shows among their screens.
All these baroque indulgences are inconsis-
tent with the classic notion of user-
friendliness: a few, well-defined unamnbigu-
ous options in any situation.

Complexity versus Usability

Feature-rich software is, by any traditional
engineering measure, less usable than soft-
ware that does one or two things simply and
well. In analytical terms, features and op-
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tions add decision nodes, which in turn in-
crease the number of paths through any
process or subprocess. And the number of
paths through any process is the best in-
verse predictor of its reliability.

This path complexity affects the software it-
self, which occasionally finds itself caught in
a maze or loop from which it cannot escape,
uneven able to issue some portentous error
message. But it more deeply affects the us-
ers, who, at every stage, have an opportu-
nity to make a mistake or, worse, ask the
software to perform in a way that will fail.

Again, path complexity lowers reliability in
two fundamental ways. First, it increases the
chance of a logical impasse; second, it re-
duces the chances that the impasse will be
tested. Every yes-no decision node added to
a procedure doubles the number of tests
needed to validate that procedure. And
when there are 3 or 4 or 10 decisions (like
colors), the multiplier increases accordingly.

The need to reduce complexity, to minimize
the number of paths and limit the depths of
procedural nesting, has been appreciated for
decades; it is one of the foundations of soft-
ware engineering [8]. What is not surprising
is that the same principle is emerging in
“usability” research. Schriver and Hayes [9]
are among many who have researched the
relationship between the complexity of a
problem task and the likelihood of success.
Their recent finding is that the number of
“plausible alternatives,” that is, the number
of feasible paths at any moment, is one of
the best inverse predictors of success!

The new software, however, is quite differ-
ent from the stereo and video components
that the Schriver and Hayes subjects are
trying to connect. In most cases, there is
only one correct way to achieve the objec-
tive. What saves the Windows user, in con-
trast, is that, although one has scores of
choices at any moment, several are likely to
work. There are a half-dozen ways to start a
program, for example, even without add-on
software that lets us start the programs with
special buttons and pads. And within the

programs, simple chores can be performed
in so many ways that most users never even
try them all.

In the popular Word for Windows, for ex-
ample, there are at least 13 ways to highlight
a single word. And, to make matters even
more interesting, there are about 11 more
techniques for special cases. These 24 op-
tions moreover become at least 48 because
the cursor keys or other “shortcut keys” can
replace some of the mouse functions in these
24 options. Then there are ways to program
the right mouse button, not to mention
third-party software with additional op-
tions.

And there are still other paths in the form of
macros, which in turn can be activated
through pulldown menus, or by adding
menu items to the standard menus, or even
by creating a new icon which can be as-
signed to any of the several toolbars, which
can be in any position on those bars, and
whose insertion may require the user to
choose which existing button to delete, or,
alternatively, to create specialized toolbars
for various modes....

Is it any surprise that, despite all the talk of
intuitiveness, these new products ship with
immense manuals?

And what argument can be made to show
how this luxuriant array of options contrib-
utes to usability, either in the narrow sense
of ease or the broader sense of useful? Does
it make software more usable when we tri-
ple the resources needed to store it or dou-
ble the time needed to open and close files?
Does it help users to provide them with
swollen, intimidating manuals, when they
have already shown themselves unhappy
with smaller, simpler ones? Does it aid effi-
ciency or productivity when pull-down
menus provide 100 options? And why, in
spite of the obvious answers to these rhe-
torical questions, do most users prefer the
kinds of products implied in these questions
and insist that they are more usable?
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The New Paradox:
GUis “Feel” Friendly

This paper claims that the new software, as
typified by the latest generation of products
from Lotus Development and Microsoft, is
harder to use than the analogous products
of the late 80s. The new interfaces are filled
with cryptic icon images (not intuitive), and
the one-word names on the menus are often
no help in choosing, for example, where one
converts a portrait page to a landscape one.
Every new program contains, we strongly
suspect, 100s of features that we never dis-
cover by trial and error. How would one
learn that menu choices followed by an el-
lipsis (...) lead to a dialog (sic) box? Or that
Alt+F4 functions like the Escape key in
DOS? Would one ever discover the ex-
tremely useful “Spike” option in Word for
Windows without learning about it else-
where?

The new manuals, beautifully written and
illustrated though they are, are most often
feature-by-feature, object-by-object demon-
strations in the tradition of DOS manuals,
with dialog boxes replacing the command
syntax. And, in most cases, they are longer
and more intimidating than ever.

Nor is the behavior of pointing devices in-
tuitive or easy. The relationship between the
mouse and the cursors (several modes in
each program) is subtle and must be learned
(and of course can be customized and per-
sonalized); the logic of trackballs is even less
apparent and considerably more error-
prone. Although the new software generally
allows us to use large-type screen displays,
these applications are nevertheless very
hard on the visually impaired, as are point-
ing devices on people with injuries and
handicaps.

And yet, when one claims in public that the
new programs are harder to use than their
predecessors, especially before a group of
technical communicators, the reaction runs
from skeptical to contemptuous. Unfortu-
nately, the ease-of-use sense of usability is
the central evaluative criterion for computer
technology in many minds, so that saying
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that one product is easier than another is
equivalent to saying it is betfer than another.
And since everyone (including this writer)
thinks that the new software is better than
its predecessors, how can it also be less us-
able, harder to use?

The answer is that we have replaced a
simplistic model with a more interesting
one. In the 80s, we thought of learning and
using software as an essentially unpleasant
task, putting uncomfortable burdens on the
memory and dexterity of the user. The users
were fearful and insecure, often reluctant
participants, most of whom would not use
computers if they could avoid them. (In con-
trast, people who actually loved to work
with computers were frequently marginal-
ized with condescending names like
“tekkie” or “hacker” or “nerd.”)

Our older models for training and documen-
tation were industrial. The user was like a
production worker, ignorant and without
intellectual resources, fearful of errors, al-
ways grateful for the easiest, least stressful
way to work. In this context, training,
documentation, and then interface design,
were all meant to reduce stress and protect
this disaster-prone user from pain and em-
barrassment.

This simplistic model equated painlessness
and the reduction of stress with pleasure.
People with easy-to-use systems, it argued,
are happier than those with hard-to-use-
systems.

The newer, 90s model suggests that pleasure
may sometimes come from ease, but it may
also come from power, flexibility, ornamen-
tation, indirection, personalization, chal-
lenge, surprise, creative tension, and even
danger. For example, the old usability
model said that giving users lots of typo-
graphic options would only confuse them
and encourage them to fritter away corpo-
rate time on frivolous formatting games; the
new model says that having hundreds of
typefaces makes life more interesting, espe-
cially when one decides that there are too
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many and chooses one of several ways of
managing the problem.

To illustrate: While composing this manu-
script | have used a program that automati-
cally inserts true quotation marks in place of
the inch-marks in the basic ASCII character
set. From time to time, however, the soft-
ware (for reasons no one can explain) places
the initial quotation mark too close to the
initial letter, so that they overlap. This
problem occurs at unpredictable intervals
and with no apparent cause. Rather than
abandon the use of these SmartQuotes,
though, I merely highlight the offending
pair of letters and adjust their kerning with
another utility in the same program.

The old utilitarian model would have dis-
couraged developers from offering the user
this essentially decorative feature in the first
place and, if it proved buggy, would have
encouraged them to remove it from the
software or delete all references to it from
the documentation. After all, why should a
business professional be obliged to learn
about kerning and leading?

In the old model, in the era of the character-
based terminal, the user looked through the
screen to see other things; the system was a
conduit to non-system things; the best tech-
nology was “transparent.” In the new
model, the user looks at the screen [10] sees
the text and the colors as opaque graphic
entities, is aware of the links to other
screens, is fully involved [11]. There is a
sense of both work and play.

This is not to say that today’s designers are
uninterested in usability. It is still possible,
after all, to make modern interfaces look like
the austere screens of the dumb terminal
days. But today, most usability engineering
is within paths, objects, and subprocesses:
task by task. There are more and more rou-
tines that run automatically (that is, after
only one selection), and many more oppor-
tunities to rehearse and preview complex
decisions. There is also ongoing basic re-
search, of the kind that, according to reports
in the popular PC press, persuaded Lotus

Development to replace the word options
with the word preferences on several of its
menus. And there is an abundant amount of
what used to be called “help,” but which
now turns up in a dozen sites (more on this
below).

Developers continue to reengineer their sys-
tems to share common modules and reduce
overhead. Faster devices and cheaper stor-
age make complex tasks go faster, making it
more attractive to revise and retry our proj-
ects.

In general, though, each wave of innovation
is more likely to make our technology more
interesting, stimulating, engaging, and
flexible—what could be called pleasurable--
rather than easier.

The New Users

These new design objectives—power and
versatility, feature-richness, and custom-
izability — presume a resourceful, inventive
new user, one who not only wants to turn
the ignition key but also to look under the
hood and tweak the timing [12]. This puta-
tive user is neither fearful, error-prone,
computerphobic, nor feckless. This user is
not the hesitant neophyte imagined at the
height of the usability epoch, and does not
depend in the same way on the protective
intervention of the interface designer. In-
creasingly the real user of today’s computer
technology may be someone who has been
studying through a hypertext utility since
grade school. Eventually, then, most of the
usability-thinking of the 80s will be inva-
lid —if it is not already.

Until recently, an essential ingredient in
“audience analysis” was differentiating be-
tween the novice and experienced user or,
more important, the clerical and creative
user. The clerical user looks through the
screen to the simple task of converting data
from one form to another; the creative user
looks at the screen, creating panels, frames,
and pages of information. One might prop-
erly criticize a company that tried to support
its clerical workers with documentation



suited for creative users, such as by provid-
ing an elaborate hypertext help file for
someone who merely needed a table of al-
lowable entries for a given field.

But are these clerical users of the 90s the
same as those of the 80s? Are the airline res-
ervation clerks, supermarket checkout
clerks, main lobby receptionists, customer
service agents, postal workers, library aides,
doctors’ receptionists and admissions clerks,
life insurance sellers, newspaper circulation
clerks, delivery truck drivers...are most of
these the trembling computerphobes of the
80s? Or are they not more likely to be people
who have manipulated complicated video
games and used computer programs ever
since grade school?

Even in offices where the PCs are linked
through a server, a practice that should
standardize the interfaces, one rarely sees
identical displays at two stations. Every-
where one sees that workers we once pre-
sumed to be dependent and error prone are
also lured by the attractiveness of complex-
ity and customization. At the very least, this
new-model user is ascending. A decade ago,
Alan Kay wrote “the protean nature of the
computer is that it can act like a machine or
like a language....” [13] In effect, nearly eve-
ryone who works with computers, including
those that do clerical tasks, is coming to
think of computer technology more as a
language. Consequently, our way of sup-
porting must also change. Kay observes fur-
ther:

Computer literacy is not learning to manipulate a
word processor, a spreadsheet....

Computer literacy is a contact with the activity
of computing deep enough to make the computa-
tional equivalent of reading and writing fluent
and enjoyable. As in all the arts, a romance with
the material must be well under way.. ..

Since about 1990, the romance has flour-
ished.
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The Decline and Fall of the Manual

With few exceptions, the users’ manuals ac-
companying the new products have grown
ever larger. (For example, the manual for PC
Tools for Windows —a product that permits
the user to make hundreds of additional
personal customizations in the already cus-
tomizable Windows shell —includes an at-
tractive but largely incomprehensible man-
ual of nearly 1000 pages) And the
bookstores are filled with third-party “made
easy” publications that are even more im-
mense.

Despite advertising claims to contrary, it is
reckless to tackle any major software prod-
uct without the user documentation, unless
one limits oneself to the subset of features
that are familiar and intuitive. One will al-
most surely never stumble on the already-
mentioned “Spike” feature in Word for
Windows without reading about it; and one
will almost certainly never be able to use the
same program’s delightful “style paint-
brush” without reading the instructions two
or three times.

Today, though, as in the days of the simpli-
fied interface, most people still disdain and
abjure manuals, no matter how well writ-
ten. Paradoxically, even though feature-
richness and customizability have all but
murdered the notion of intuitively clear
software, nevertheless users now believe,
almost universally, that applications should
be learnable without books. Even though the
products from most major developers are
shipping with larger and larger manuals
(which they genuinely need), even though
most customers would feel cheated if they
didn’t get these compendious collections,
even though one of the few reasons that
people buy their own software (rather than
copying a friend’s) is that they want the
documentation...despite all these, most us-
ers still consult a manual only when they are
in trouble, and even then with annoyance.
And the users included here are not just
neophytes and people with limited reading
skill, but nearly everyone.
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(This author, for example, solves most soft-
ware puzzles by sending out an appeal for
help on the appropriate bulletin boards; the
solutions come quickly and are usually
sound. This, by the way, is the best method
for solving problems caused by the interac-
tion of two programs —as when HiJaak in-
terferes with Word’s graphics filters. And it
is the quickest way to learn about bugs and
fixes in popular products.)

A second assault on usable documentation
has been the nearly universal preference for
online help. But the style of online help is
not the lean, context-sensitive screen that
usability experts developed in the mid-80s.
Rather, when today’s users ask for help they
are led to the Table of Contents or Index of a
node-rich hypermedia library, which they
can search until their problem is solved.
And it is not uncommon (as with Lotus
Freelance, for example) for these help files to
contain better and more recent information
than the manuals.

Hypermedia help, like that produced with
the Windows Help Engine, is diametrically
opposed to the notion of easy-to-use help
screens. The typical implementation is filled
with dense text paragraphs, in a hard-to-
read typeface. When users have chosen to
“maximize” the window, the rows may
have over 120 characters in them—
unacceptable from a paternalistic,c, human
factors perspective. Again, hypermedia help
presumes a resourceful, nearly intrepid
user, who likes to read, who reads well, and
who knows how to use a shallow index.
This is not the timid, artless user defended
by the professional documentors of the 80s.

Moreover, just as today’s users expect that
there are always several paths to an objec-
tive, they also expect that help can be found
not just on help screens, but everywhere!
Fields expand; balloons and menus are acti-
vated by the second mouse button; coaches
and wizards come to rescue; status bars give
prompts.... (And, of course, the options are
customizable and there are also add-on
products to provide an even richer assort-
ment.) The functions that used to be local-

ized to help screens and manuals have now
been balkanized throughout the domain of
the application and operating shell, to the
point where there is rarely a clear distinction
between what is the program and what is
the support and documentation.

And there are other threats to the power and
influence of manual writers. Customization
of interfaces and applications has gradually
eroded the writer’s ability to create task-
oriented documentation. If no two users
have the same screen, then what should ap-
pear in the manual? The answer: Objects,
menus, and dialog boxes, explained dis-
cretely. Why, in the current epoch of graphi-
cal shells, there are so many ways to do any-
thing, that the writer cannot even discuss
them all!

“Minimalism” was, in some ways an early
appreciation of the fact that step-by-step
scripted applications are the only kind that
lend themselves to the utilitarian conception
of “task-oriented” documentation. Yet, in
much the way that many believe a good sys-
tem must be “easy,” others believe that
good documentation must be task-oriented
and continue to describe excellent minimal-
ist publications as task-oriented, even
though the term fits badly [14]. Ironically,
writing manuals for Windows applications
feels more like documenting the blank-
screen applications of the early 80s than the
menu-driven applications of the late 80s.
Consider the two opening screens for the
current version of Quicken (Figure 2). ‘

Absent the ability to control, or even predict,
the look of the screen and the sequence of
processes, the documentor is forced to de-
scribe the objects, the process molecules, and
hope the users will make sensible strings of
them. Rather like a DOS reference manual!

And the issue is not the familiar 80s para-
digm in which the technical communicator
produced instructions for the standard,
plain-vanilla version of the application and
offered more difficult documentation for
those who wished to customize or enhance
the basic version. Although today’s Win-



dows applications often give the user the
choice to leave out features and components
at installation, they still tend to open with a
dazzling array of options. And, unless in-
structed otherwise by the users, many appli-
cations “recall” how they looked when the
users closed them and, thus, reopen with a
different initial screen every time they are
used.

Users apparently want the right to control
their screens and, increasingly, they want
the right to make their own virtual docu-
ments. The writer’s notion of what readers
need and in what order, the writer’s skill in
designing pages and displays that reduce
the reader’s burden and increase the chance
for successful communication, the writer’s
continuing quest to guide readers through
difficult paths of instruction...these contri-
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Figure 2. Two very different opening screens for the
“same” application
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butions by the writer are frequently dis-
counted these days. Indeed, the idea that
writers should not determine the stylistic
and formatting conventions of their own
pages is one of the core ideas of SGML [15].
The objective of breaking the link between a
writer's words and the specific hardware
and software needed to present those words
exactly as the writer intended is one of the
main goals of the military’s CALS programs
[16]. In short, our attempts to teach and
help, to protect and reassure, are often
viewed as irrelevant intrusions.

Beyond User Documentation

Although we have been in the post-usability
era since about 1990, there is little awareness
of this new paradigm among working writ-
ers. Indeed, ease-of-use has been the central
organizing principle in most of the univer-
sity programs for computer industry writ-
ers, and those eager graduates are just now
entering the workplace.

As often happens, the history of the docu-
mentation profession is paralleling the his-
tory of the programming profession, only a
few years later. Although each important
development in software engineering has
obviated many of the practices of the previ-
ous epoch, working programmers generally
continue to pursue the old goals with the
old methods. Even today, there are thou-
sands of them making awkward fixes on
ancient COBOL programs; they have no idea
that programming these days is mainly the
manipulation of software objects! And just
as most programmers demonstrate no ap-
parent understanding of the structured
methods of the 70s, the CASE techniques of
the 80s, or the Object-Oriented style of the
90s, similarly most working documentors
have barely advanced to the modular, engi-
neered manual and are still composing
1960s-style artistic works in their cubbyhole
garrets.

In the mid-80s one often encountered resis-
tance from professional writers when they
were urged to abandon their “artistic stereo-
types” and to chunk their manuals into
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small modules, reusing the modules when-
ever possible. Often they would bristle at the
assertion that manuals written entirely by
one person working in privacy are inher-
ently unmaintainable.

The alternative (as proposed by me and oth-
ers) was an engineered manual, designed by
a team of senior writers and developers,
tested in a storyboard, and then
“implemented” by a variety of people writ-
ing small, well-defined pieces of the docu-
ment. In general, traditional technical writ-
ers resisted this model, mainly because it
threatened the intellectual independence
and pride of authorship that, for many, were
the best parts of the job.

But the emerging 90s culture for documen-
tation makes this old “structured documen-
tation” of the 80s seem pre-Raphaelite by
comparison. First, it is extremely difficult to
provide “task-oriented” user documentation
for systems and applications that are more
like languages than machines. (That is, for
systems which are more like a collection of
useful “agents” than a well-defined, proce-
durally stable application.[17]) Second, most
users wouldn’t read our manuals anyway.

If not from a practical perspective, then from
an historical one, we have reached a mo-
ment when nearly all documents will be vir-
tual docuiments, extracted by users from in-
formation-rich databases. Whether we call
the technology SGML, or CALS, or just Help,
the effect is the same: a recasting of the role
of the information developer from a protec-
tive advocate and teacher to a provider of
information objects [18].

This new communicator feeds small units
(chunks, modules, articles, objects, panels)
of information into document databases. Al-
though these units will be, to the extent
possible, self-contained, they will also carry
logical markers and semantic links that con-
nect them to other units, eventually in all
other databases. The pressures upon these
writers will be to keep the units small and to
strip them of any formatting restrictions:
typeface, font, columns, page breaks.... The

goal will be to enable anyone anywhere in-
terested in the content of the unit to be able
to reach it and to read it (display, copy,
print, speech-synthesize), irrespective of the
software and hardware on the user’s desk.

In this scheme, the technical communicators
will find it difficult to act as protectors or
teachers, for many a favorite role. Except
within the tiny domain of the unit, they are
not to control the order in which readers
read, the pace of the presentation, and es-
pecially not the look and feel of the pages
and displays. One even hears military en-
thusiasts hope that the information in the
data base will be the raw byproduct of engi-
neering, rather than something that has
been interpolated by a technical writer who,
of course, cannot anticipate what the user
needs to know.

This new comprehensiveness returns us, in
effect, to pre-usability expectations. The fu-
ture documentation must be exhaustive and
richly tagged with logical connections, be-
cause writers may make few decisions about
its relative usefulness or appropriate se-
quence. In fact, as our systems get ever
faster and more powerful, we can expect
that it will no longer be necessary even to
worry about system overhead and that,
therefore, there will be no need to limit the
number of hypertext links and paths
through the online information. (Every word
a node!)

Moreover, whenever possible we will reuse
existing document objects with new local
data, so that even the creation of these
documentation units will be reduced to fill-
ing in the blanks. And thus, eventually,
more and more of the units will be gener-
ated automatically.

So, we are entering an era in which, instead
of restricting themselves to finding ways
that make the users’ experience simple, safe,
and free from difficult choices, technical
communicators should be thinking of ways
to make software more stimulating and sat-
isfying: perhaps producing the software for
themselves instead of acting in the secon-




dary or “support” capacity. The issue is no
longer just ease of use, nor even usefulness;
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Professional Gatherings and Meetings

How to Sell an Idea

The Secret of
Professional Fulfillment

Re-Inventing the
Memo

The Odor of
Mendacity—Why
People Don’t Believe
You Anymore...

Does Grammar Count
in the Era of E-Mail?

Business Basics for
Technical Professionals

Edmond Weiss Seminars
Phone: 856/753-3440

Why won’t people follow your advice? There are eight barriers that
keep us from accepting new plans and approaches... and specific
techniques to overcome them.

The key to mental health and productivity —on the job or at home—is
equilibrium: keeping all of life’s eight competing values in balance. The
tendency is to neglect some while pursuing others, a practice that leads
to anxiety and alienation.

Do you have trouble getting your point across to co-workers? A memo
is NOT a work of literature, but, rather, an engineered product,
designed for clarity, power, and speed. Twelve tactics increase the
chance that a memo (or an e-mail) will be read.

In school, we learn ways to “improve” the truth by puffing up our
writing with words that inflate, obscure, and disguise. Business and
professional speech and writing are filled with these bad language
habits, which make us sound as though we are hedging and evading—
even when we have nothing to hide.

Is e-mail the end of “correct’ communication? Do spelling, punctuation,
and grammar matter anymore? Only as much as the recipient of the
message matters. All professionals should care about the image they
communicate, even in their informal messages.

The most important technical question is “How’s Business?” Technical
professionals must learn to pitch improvements and changes in their
departments through business-savvy business cases: proposals aimed
at one’s own management. Business cases must show how the new
procedures or technology will either make or save money, and within
an acceptable number of months.

Voorhees NJ 08043
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