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1
Components Present and Media Used 

1.1
The user support system includes different types of support that fulfil different purposes. A software company, therefore, must choose what components to include, and how to deliver these functions. These decisions should be based on an assessment of user needs, learning styles, and the context in which the software is used. However, the overriding consideration is often geared more to the company's own considerations, such as available resources, and their own business strategies.

1.2
LBMS has the following components:

	User Support Component
	Media Used

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Quick Start
	Paper - card

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Release Notes
	Online - text file

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
What's New
	Online - text file

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Concepts Guides
	Paper - book

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Administrators Guide
	Paper - book

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Installation Instructions
	Online - help topics

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Procedures
	Online - help topics

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Reference Material
	Online - help topics

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Quick-Reference Material 



command reference



"crib-sheet help"



interface help
	Online - help topics

Online - "step-by-step" pop-up topics

Online - application status bar 

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Training
	Human 

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Implementation consultants
	Human

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Hotline
	Human - telephone, fax, and e-mail

	SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Second Line Support
	Human - deal with problems too complex for the Hotline


2
Discussion

2.1
Quick Start Installation Card


Although the main installation instructions are in an online help file (see 2.5 below), this three-leaf, A4-sized card is useful for users who are upgrading and only have to perform minimal configuration tasks. It allows users to install fast, without having to plough through redundant instructions.

2.2
Release Notes and What's New Text Files


Release Notes are delivered in online text files. They include the latest information. Therefore, online is the best medium because of a shorter production cycle than paper. The What's New file summarizes the main changes for the new release, and so is useful for existing customers. Online is appropriate because it guarantees that all end-users - not just the person who takes delivery - have access to this information.

2.3
Concepts Guides


The paper-based Concepts Guides [20, 21] are "interface-independent". The rationale behind this to provide high-level conceptual information about how customers can use SE/SB within an overall systems analysis and design methodology. As the introduction says:


The Concepts Guide outlines the development paths you might follow when designing or developing your systems. Systems Engineer supports innovative client/server development techniques and traditional host/terminal development techniques. Both approaches are described in this guide [20, p1-2].


This document is a planning document that requires a "reading to learn" approach. Brockmann describes this as requiring both "critical" and "receptive" reading, for which sequential, continuous prose is best [5, p193]. Paper is thus the best medium.

2.4
Administrator's Guide


The Administrator's Guide is for database administrators and technical experts who manage networks [22]. This document covers system planning (ie, how to configure and set up the system), and troubleshooting in the case of a system crash. In this respect, it is essential that it remains paper-based.


2.5
Installation Help


These are interactive with the installation program - ie, users can access the help topics via a help button on the installation program's dialog boxes. Thus, an online medium is imperative to retain this interaction. Also, there are many different ways of installing the product depending on the SE/SB components that users have, and whether it is a client-based "quick-install", or the more comprehensive server-based complete installation. For the former, it is useful for all users to have access to these instructions, which is not guaranteed with a large and expensive paper manual.

2.6
Online Help (Procedures and Reference)

2.6.1
The primary means of documentary support is online help. The help system is comprehensive with three main types of help topic:

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
descriptive - these describe what each menu, button, and field does

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
conceptual - these provide overviews of the feature's capabilities

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
procedural - these provide stepped procedures for designing or reversing database deigns


As with the installation instructions, this comprehensiveness makes a paper-based medium untenable - especially as LBMS want all users to have access to these facilities. This is especially important for a distributed, multi-user environment: multiple copies of bulky manuals are expensive and take up a not insignificant amount of storage space.

2.6.2
Also, from LBMS's point of view, the online medium is essential for maintenance purposes. The company aims to provide regular upgrades for all existing customers on a nine-monthly rolling basis, and online media is easier to update and distribute. This also benefits users because they are guaranteed access to the most up-to-date information.

2.6.3
However, online help systems are fraught with problems - hypertext seems inherently difficult to navigate and does not lend itself to quick and effective help (I discuss these issues in chapter 5). Thus, although users have information available, it is a moot point whether they actually use it or not. (There is no research at LBMS that indicates levels of user satisfaction with the online help systems.)

2.7
Quick Reference (QR) 

2.7.1
Command reference


This as typically a card or single sheet that lists tasks or commands in alphabetic order and is directed at expert and transfer users [30]. SE help, but not SB help, includes "Keyboard and Mouse" topics that list shortcut keyboard commands (organized, incidentally, by key press, not action). This is not the most effective medium. It takes at least three key or mouse actions to access these topics - tortuous and hardly providing quick reference. A paper card is better for this function.

2.7.2
"Crib-sheet" help


Oatey refers to "quick reference guides [that] contain more extended procedures" [30, p2/1], which, similarly, provide useful reference material for expert or transfer users. This function is fulfilled in the LBMS documentation by brief "step-by-step" pop-up topics that are smaller and more concise than the main procedural topics (see chapter 5, paragraph 6.3, and figure 5.4). Horton describes this kind of help as "crib-sheet help" [15, p349]. As they are fully integrated with the other help files (as described in 2.6), the same issues apply, viz, online guarantees access to all users, but not all users like using online documentation.

2.7.3
Interface help


Interface help facilities include "Tooltips"  and status bar messages, which I discussed in chapter 2 (paragraphs 2.2 and 6.2). LBMS introduced status bar messages for this new release, but the intention to introduce Tooltips was deferred, and so is not yet present. 

2.8
Training 

2.8.1
Until February 1995, LBMS marketed their tool set as part of an integrated methodology and tools package - ie, they not only sold the application, but a systems analysis and design methodology too. This meant that customers bought extensive human support in the form of "Methodology Consultants," who provided training in both methodology and the software as an integrated whole.

2.8.2
The consultancy was sold early in 1995, but LBMS still provides training through "Country training groups", which focus on the software facilities, and how other methodologies map onto them.

2.9
Computer-Based Training, Tours, and Demonstrations

2.9.1
The new release does not include a "tour" or tutorial, although a feature combining both these facilities was included in version 5.2. I found this useful in the way it maps database concepts specific to the systems that the product supports onto the concepts used in SE/SB. In this respect it fulfils a useful function for transfer users. However, the tour is somewhat lightweight. The paper Concepts Guides fulfil a similar function and are both more comprehensive and under the user's control (the version 5.2 tutorial was neither comprehensive nor under the user's control). From LBMS's point of view, it's maintenance is labour intensive, and I agree with the decision to drop it from this release.

2.9.2
An important component that I do feel is missing is a suite of demonstrations and scenarios. Research conducted by IBM laboratories in Toronto unequivocally concluded that users 


want  information that is clear and accurate and is loaded with examples and scenarios... We need to acknowledge the additional investment more advanced users are willing to make by providing them with more sophisticated examples and scenarios and the task-specific detail these 'power users' so often demand [28, p368].


These components bridge the gap between concepts and procedures, and can help experienced users solve problems by analogy. It is also noticeable that recent Microsoft releases (eg, Word 6 for Windows) now integrate scenarios and animated demonstrations into their online help. 

2.10
Implementation Consultants


This is a residual group leftover from the Methodology Consultancy. Their role overlaps with training, providing workplace support on request. The level of human support seems to be a main selling point for LBMS, and is possibly one reason why the documentation is more reference-oriented than task-oriented (which I discuss in chapter 7). 

2.11 
Hotline and Second-Line Support


Both these human components are part of Customer Services, and cannot effectively be replicated in any other medium. The hotline receives queries by telephone, e-mail, or fax. Any problems that cannot be solved in three minutes are then referred to second line support, who may need, ultimately, to visit the customer.

2.12
The User Forum


On the last day of my placement I found out about an LBMS User Forum organized for the following week in Florida. This is a four day conference/workshop format that brings together LBMS speakers and representatives from their customers to share ideas on the best use of the product. From the brochure, I was interested to note that the speaker from Merryl Lynch is described as "head of the LBMS support group", indicating a level of human support that is not provided by LBMS itself. 

3
Support in a World-Wide Context


Hotline facilities exist in several countries, eg, USA, UK, Germany, Australia, and Hong Kong. Customers are told to ring their nearest office. Only Houston and London have Second Line Support, and any query from anywhere in the world is referred to whichever office has the expertise to solve the problem (each office develops different products). Training takes place locally (ie, by country training groups). As for documentation, none of it is currently translated, although at the time of writing, there is the possibility that the Czech office will produce their own help topics. 

4
Summary

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
There is a comprehensive user support system, with the main focus on human support, although the Methodology Consultancy was recently sold 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The medium for documentary support is mainly in the form of online help files, which, despite inherent problems with hypertext, is appropriate because of the vastness and complexity of the software

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The remaining paper guides are suited to that medium, and LBMS should not consider transferring them to online

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
There is a lack of quick reference material: there is no QR card, and although there is a status bar, there is no "interface" help such as Tooltips

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
There are no demonstrations, scenarios, or concrete examples; I think these are significant omissions

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The written documentation is not translated, but Customer Services, which includes training and hotline, operates globally (based in strategic countries)
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