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Preface

The field of information design and development is not the same today as it
was yesterday or as it will be tomorrow. Technological advances demand that
information designers constantly examine new ways to disseminate
information other than traditional hardcopy books or even online help
systems. As they struggle to learn the tools to create new information systems,
however, those learning the new tools often overlook a very important part of
the process—sound design. Far too often, given the demands of fast-paced
corporate life, information is being thrown into an online tool for use on the
Web, a company intranet, or in online help without regard for the basics of
good information design—is the information accessible and usable?

This book reintroduces the design principles overlooked in the rush to be the
first. We remind information designers of the importance of planning
thoroughly and making design decisions based on audience needs. We list
guidelines to consider when creating your plans and the systems themselves—
guidelines that you may ultimately decide to follow or ignore, but that should
nevertheless always be part of your conscious decision making.

In this book, we do not provide information about the mechanics of
implementing the design features discussed. Nor do we explore every aspect of
an issue. Rather we intend the guidelines to serve simply as a springboard into
the world of online communication, to get you thinking about the issues that
affect the usability of your information. We hope that we peak your interest
and encourage further exploration into this rapidly changing arena.
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How this book is organized

Using the CD

This book begins with an overview of online communication, including
definitions of what is included under its umbrella and a global look at the
process to follow when designing and implementing an online system. The
book is then divided into three parts, representing the major milestones in an
online project:

m Part 1, Analyzing Your Information Needs, guides you through the

creation of an information plan. The chapters in this part explain how
to conduct and interpret front-end analysis of audience and task, so
that you thoroughly understand the goals of the system you are
creating.

Part 2, Designing Your Online System, guides you through the creation
of an information content specification. In these chapters, you learn
how to structure your online system, both at a high-level and at the
detailed topic level.

Part 3, Implementing Your Design, provides a series of chapters
containing guidelines to follow while implementing your online
system. The chapters take the form of checklists with brief
explanations and examples. They are not intended to be a
comprehensive discussion of any single recommendation. Rather,
they are intended cumulatively to provide a detailed but high-level
description of good implementation strategies for online documents

of any type.

Each chapter includes recommendations for further reading on the topics
discussed. The guidelines and recommended reading presented in each
chapter are summarized in the appendices.

The information in this book is also presented on an accompanying CD.
Appendix C describes how to install and use the CD. It also discusses the
design decisions we made in creating the CD, so that the entire CD serves as a
case study of the principles in this book.
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Conventions

Although this book is designed to apply to all forms of online communication,
occasionally we provide information specific to a certain form. This
information is set apart by the following icons:

i Computer-based training. Information following this icon applies
to tutorials and training presented online.

i CD-ROM. Information following this icon applies to libraries,
| catalogs, and so on that are delivered on a CD-ROM.

Help. Information following this icon applies to online help
systems.

Web. Information following this icon applies to the Worldwide Web
and corporate intranets.

About the Authors

Dr. JoAnn T. Hackos and Dawn Stevens lead the designers and developers at
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Defining the Process

Electronic information, information databases, corporate knowledge bases—
they’re the wave of the future and becoming more commonplace every day.
The pressure is on to move our organizations into the 21st century while we’re
still in the 1990s. Managers hope that delivering information electronically
will save costs. Employees want information that is up-to-date and
immediately and easily accessible. Customers want to know everything we
know about the products they have purchased. Business partners want access
to information. From every side, we are pressured to do something—install a
document management system, get up on the Web, develop an intranet, find
ways of disseminating information more quickly and comprehensively than
ever before. But the reality is that we don’t know how to respond to all these
wants. Questions rather than solutions dominate:

m What exactly do users mean when they say they want information
online? Does that mean dumping existing manuals onto a CD-ROM?
Establishing information Web pages or disseminating information
through corporate intranets? Creating an online help system?
Designing a multimedia whizbang information database? Supporting
user goals through wizards, coaches, and other performance-centered
tools?

®m What information should an electronic system include and how
should it be organized? What information is appropriate for
electronic distribution? What information is not? What information
is most important? What should go online first?

® How should the information look? What graphic design features do
users need? What about video and sound—where do they fit in?
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m Will users want to read information on their computer scteens or
print it out?

B What capabilities should the electronic information system have?
How will users access information? Can they find their way around?
Will they need a library-like catalog? Will individual documents or
document sets have single or multiple tables of contents? What about
indexes? Keyword searches? Full-text searches?

m What is the best way to proceed?
B Where do we begin?!

In this book, we provide a comprehensive approach to answering such
questions and getting started in the process of creating an effective electronic
information design. But before we can do that, we need to establish exactly
what we mean by “electronic information.” This chapter provides our
definition and outlines a development process that will be expanded on in the
rest of this book.

What is electronic information?

Electronic information includes any form of communication that depends on
a computer for its distribution and maintenance, including such diverse
systems as these:

m A kiosk that provides immediate information or demonstrates the key
features of a product

B An interactive demonstration that teaches general techniques for
using the features and capabilities of a software product

B A context-sensitive online help system that answers specific questions
about an application screen currently displayed

® A CD-ROM containing all regulations governing a particular industry

B A wizard that walks a user through a difficult and rarely used task
within an application program

m A Web page providing shortcuts and expert-level hints for improving
system performance
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B A virtual world in which users can explore the parts of a complex
machine without taking their own machines apart

Although each type of electronic information differs in purpose and
presentation, the design processes for each is frequently similar. The process
may be likened to creating an ice-cream sundae: the end products are similar,
but the ingredients (chocolate or vanilla ice cream? hot fudge or caramel?) and
presentation (whipped cream? cherry? nuts?) may be quite different. Yet all the
employees at the local Dairy Queen can create any sundae. They know the
implications of their customers’ requests and can translate customer needs
into a set of specifications to use when creating the final product. We hope to
give you the skills you need to translate the demands of your customers, staff
members, and management into a set of specifications. We provide guidelines
for the implementation of those specifications into a usable, effective
presentation of information.

When is electronic information the right choice?

The key to your decision-making process about moving from paper to
electronic distribution must be focused on the needs of the users. If you make
the right decision, the outcome will be clear. When we look at a well-
supported learning environment, we encounter the following:

B Fewer user errors

More rapid correction of mistakes

More rapid and effective problem solving
B Lower training requirements

® More effective learning

A more global understanding of the work environment

In short, users who are well supported by information are more productive in
their work environments. They are perceived as having greater expertise and
therefore earn more respect. As a result, they are usually more satisfied with
their jobs.

A user who has access to the right information at the right time has a
tremendous opportunity to learn and perform effectively. The better the



