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Foreword
By Tom Johnson
It’s somewhat surprising how ubiquitous smartphones are among tech
writers (almost everyone has one), but how infrequently tech writers
engage in user assistance for these same mobile devices. Why aren’t
technical writers saturating the exploding mobile market by playing key
roles with documentation on mobile development teams?
One reason might be a question of scope and complexity. Companies
who hire professional technical writers tend to have significantly complex
content to document, requiring the full-time attention of technical writers
to gather, create, and publish the information. Mobile apps, on the other
hand, tend to be much simpler and easier for users to understand. There’s
only so much you can do tapping a small screen with your thumbs. The
amount of help content is also substantially smaller and briefer.
But there’s probably another reason why we don’t see more technical
writers in the mobile space: tech writers tend to stick with information
development, creating content in their own spheres and handing it off to
dev teams to link to.
More than anything, Joe’s book will suggest that for tech writers to thrive
in the mobile space, their roles must go beyond documentation. The
technical writer in the mobile space plays a UX role, integrating help
content at key points of interaction in the user interface. Joe argues that
the best help is not a separate page that opens up outside of an app, but
rather appears in the UI at the moment the user needs it.
Only when tech writers start tearing down the artificial barriers between
the help system and the application will they begin to create successful
user experiences in mobile. Joe shows a wide variety of approaches for
integrating help in mobile interfaces, grouping the approaches in different
patterns and getting into the nitty gritty details of actual apps. He doesn’t
wander in theoretical abstractions. Instead, you’re immersed in a visual
panoply of app screenshots showing a wide variety of help interactions.
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He builds his analysis from his immersion in apps and gives you details
only an experienced professional, aware of all the nuances and intentions
and effects of help techniques, can provide.
Beyond showing patterns of help integrated in mobile interfaces, Joe also
provides a wealth of technical detail that will be immediately helpful to
anyone getting his or her hands on code. Whether you’re working with
iOS, Android, or Windows Phone, he gives you step-by-step details for
setting up emulators, working with web views, installing SDKs,
configuring development environments, and more.
Giving so many technical details may seem a bit risky given the constantly
changing nature of the domain, but those details might also be the most
immediately helpful as you ramp up technically to move beyond just being
the doc person to being an actual team member involved in UI
development.
Without a doubt, Joe’s book is the definitive work on user assistance for
mobile. But as he points out, it’s not just about mobile. Although the
examples are grounded in the mobile space, it’s not a stretch to envision
similar techniques for desktop help, or to consider how desktop
applications will evolve into the mobile space in more seamless ways —
taking their help with them.
— Tom Johnson is a technical writer in San Jose, California, mostly writing
developer documentation, including documentation for APIs. He publishes the
popular blog I’d Rather Be Writing. http://idratherbewriting.com/
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About this Edition
An energetic attempt was made to have the latest screen shots and
information in here. Frankly, it is a tough proposition to keep up with the
rapid iteration of the various mobile platforms and apps. Some things are
probably out-of-date as of the date this book is published. Hopefully, the
examples can still stand on their own with respect to the issues that are
discussed.
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If you have a printed, black and white version of this book, you won’t see
the color and detail of the many screen captures. The mobile site listed
below has the original digital versions of all the images.
The printed book also limits your ability to benefit from the many
resource links. Those are also available as live links in the mobile site.
Note  The web site for this book offers full-color versions of
all the images as well as live links to all the resources.
Developing UA for Mobile Apps site:
http://www.writersua.com/duama/

What this Book is NOT About
Many organizations are employing smartphones and tablets as a viewer
for reference information such as that shown in the figure below. For
example, a field technician working on a piping system might have all of
the latest service manuals available on an iPhone. Or a sales rep might
have a list of equipment specifications in an app on a Samsung Galaxy.
An HR manager might carry around all of the company policy and
procedure manuals on a tablet. There are many great reasons to deliver
general documentation through mobile devices. However, that is a
different category of technical communication from software user
assistance (UA). This book doesn’t address that category specifically, but
many of the techniques are relevant to it.
General reference materials on mobile devices
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User Assistance
in a Mobile
World

Preview
This chapter introduces the concept of user assistance for mobile
apps, including a discussion of what it means to be mobile. It also
highlights the skills involved in developing effective mobile user
assistance.
The ubiquity of cell phones means that we all have experienced mobile
voice calling and texting: instant communication with anyone, anytime.
We are used to getting what we want extremely fast and in just the way we
like. Most consumers have brought those same expectations with them as
they move to smartphones (Figure 1.1), tablets, and mobile applications
(apps). Ownership of smartphones passed the 50% threshold by mid-way
through 2013, according to comScore and other organizations.
Figure 1.1 Today’s smartphones
iPhone

Android

Windows Phone
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There is no question that mobile devices have sparked a huge, new
software segment – the mobile app. The associated apps are all about
speedy access to discrete actions and specific information. This is a very
different environment from the fixed workstation, large-screen desktop
environment of traditional enterprise applications.
The Apple iTunes App Store (Figure 1.2) hosts over a million apps that
have been downloaded tens of billions of times and generated billions of
dollars in revenue. Google’s Android operating system is now in the
hands of more consumers than any other smartphone and it also has over
a million apps in its inventory. Windows Phone has had less success, but
continues to grow. There are not many computer/software/IT
organizations that don’t have a mobile strategy for their products and
services.
Figure 1.2 iTunes App Store

The independent Pew Research Center wrote in a 2008 research paper,
“The mobile device will be the primary connection tool to the internet for
most people in the world in 2020.”

That prediction appears to be spot on. If anything, the world may already
have reached that tipping point. More importantly for us, the last several
years have seen a very rapid conversion in the IT industry in the way
software is designed, implemented, and consumed. This creates an
important pair of questions for you as a user assistance professional: What
is your role in mobile and how can you prepare to take that on?
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This book is based on practical experience working with a variety of
mobile apps and their associated development frameworks. It is a
distillation of challenges and solutions encountered with respect to design,
technology, and implementation. The work has included iPhone, iPad,
Android, Windows Phone, and web apps. Hopefully this book will prove
to be a useful guide for the user assistance community.

What Does It Mean to be “Mobile”?
The term “mobile” is widely used among software developers and the
mainstream consumer when talking about today’s computing devices. But
what does it really mean to be mobile? The answer isn’t as simple as you
think. The 2014 WritersUA Skills & Technologies Survey (Figure 1.3)
asked UA professionals what platforms they currently support. Two out
of five respondents (39%) indicated “Mobile” as one of those platforms.
That number has been steadily increasing over the past five years of this
survey.
Figure 1.3 Platform Support for UA Professionals - WritersUA Survey



2014 WritersUA Skills & Technologies Survey
http://tinyurl.com/mobileua-survey1
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But what is it that makes a device fit the mobile label. Laptops have been
around for two decades now and their main characteristic to distinguish
them from other computers is that you can easily carry them anywhere.
Despite that, most of us don’t necessarily think of laptops as fitting the
mobile label. Rather, it is phones and tablets that come to mind as mobile.
Why is that? What is different about this category of devices? There are
three elements that distinguish what most of us mean when we say a
device is mobile:
•

They are always connected to our data and services
through the air - through cellular coverage or a wifi
connection.

•

Phones and the more popular mini-tablets are pocket
and purse-sized. We take them with us without
thinking twice about it.

•

Software services are provided through a seemingly
limitless parade of compact, easy-to-download,
inexpensive or free apps.

Understanding how to effectively design mobile devices means
understanding how to do the most within the constraints of those three
elements. Where things get interesting is when you realize that the
popularity of mobile is driving the development of traditional and
emerging devices. We see products in very different market categories all
rushing to make themselves more like “mobile”, as shown in Figure 1.4.
•

Microsoft’s Surface is a compact, SIM-based, touch device that
runs Windows Store apps.

•

Roku uses popular apps like Netflix as channels to deliver
streaming video through a device the size of a hockey puck.

•

Ford Sync is an in-dash automotive entertainment system that is
always-connected and hosts popular mobile apps.

•

Samsung Galaxy Gear brings messaging and apps to your wrist.

The bottom line is that mobile design is increasingly important to all of us
– regardless of whether or not the software we support can be found in
iTunes or the Google Play Store.
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Figure 1.4 Surface, ROKU, Sync, Galaxy Gear (clockwise from top left)

There is a Role for UA in Mobile
There is no question that there is a role for user assistance in the mobile
world. Our skills and experience are definitely applicable. But the nature
of many of our future deliverables is likely to be very different from what
we have done in the past.
The single most important lesson of this book might be that bringing over
Help designs from desktop applications is most likely going to result in a
less than optimal result. The most useful and interesting user assistance
approaches are the ones that try to match the environment of the apps
they support.
This book showcases several dozen examples of mobile user assistance.
The following online resources provide several hundred screen shots of
UA on Android, iOS, and Windows Phone. A Mobile User Assistance
Screen Shot Gallery is available on the WritersUA site. Gordon Meyer of
Apple has put together a nice collection of “Help” for iPhone apps. The
inspireUX site highlights some useful UA designs. One of the few
unifying characteristics of the many examples is that they don’t use
designs brought over from desktop applications.


Mobile UA Screen Shot Gallery
http://tinyurl.com/mobileua-gallery1
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Gallery of iPhone Help
http://www.g2meyer.com/gallery/main.php?g2_itemId=5026

 inspireUX Help Design Patterns
http://tinyurl.com/mobileua-inspireux
Your first important step toward your own design should be to evaluate
existing designs to determine which approaches you think work and
which don’t. Develop your own pattern library and refer to that for
inspiration as you begin new projects.
The iPhone, Android, and Windows Phone are successful because the
designers recognized that the mobile user environment is very different
from the desktop. Mobile app developers tend to be very sensitive to the
differences between mobile and desktop software. If you try to bring your
desktop Help designs into a team meeting with experienced app
developers you may find a lot of them rolling their eyes.
As user assistance professionals, we need to break away from the
traditional online Help designs and consider what it means to be mobile.
The best mobile UA is going to be where the UA content is customized,
as closely as possible, to the user experience of the individual apps. This
may not always be possible, but it should definitely be the ideal.
Only after you have analyzed personas, use cases, feature priorities, and
first-time scenarios, can you make a reasoned decision on whether or not
you need to consider some form of user assistance. Assuming the answer
is to do so, you now need to consider all the many UA design choices that
may or may not be appropriate to meet your objectives. Your careful
implementation of the UA solution is what ultimately determines whether
you have helped your users be successful in working with your app. User
assistance in mobile apps is common and the designs are as different as
the apps themselves.
While most mobile apps are easy to use, some have more features than
others. For example, popular apps like Snapseed and Pro Camera
provide iPhone users with a strong set of tools with which to manipulate
images. Assuming customers are interested in those tools, you now need
to make a more nuanced decision about the value of adding some form of
user assistance. Snapseed uses a walkthrough that is opt-in and available
throughout the app. Pro Camera embeds Help text with the various
advanced settings.
We, as designers, also have to realize our personal experiences are mostly
from within a tech-savvy bubble. A large percentage of smartphone users
have likely skipped working with laptops/desktops completely. The whole
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idea of interacting with data may be new to them. For example, take an
older user who has a new tablet but has never used a computer before. In
this case, an iPad app like the Chicago Tribune has to not only explain the
controls of the app but also introduce the customer to the concept of
online versus print consumption of news. The Tribune uses what is called
an “overlay” to point out the key elements of the digital page.
Any discussion surrounding whether or not UA is needed in apps should
not ignore the growing number of enterprise-specific apps. You can find
apps for most of the Fortune 100 in the iTunes store through Search.
Most of these apps are for employees only and it isn’t too much to ask
them to learn how to use the apps effectively. Run ADP (Figure 1.5) is an
Android/iPhone app that gives payroll administrators many of the same
capabilities that they have with the desktop application. The app provides
introductory videos, a demo mode, and traditional Help. With milliondollar payrolls at stake, it makes sense to provide layers of user support.
Figure 1.5 Run ADP app

The bottom line should be a mobile user experience that meets the needs
of a variety of user types and use case scenarios. Thoughtful, appropriate,
and well-designed user assistance is one of the elements in achieving that
goal.
A Contrary View
The opinion of some app designers is that the use of user assistance
indicates a less than optimal effort in designing the app – that the need for
Help information signifies a failure. The following arguments against UA
in apps are often brought up:
•

Apps, by definition of being apps, should be limited in features.
You don’t need help if the app is constrained in the first place.
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•

Too much information impedes the use of the app. Limited
screen real estate means there is no room for Help text.

•

Help information unnecessarily adds to the footprint of an app,
taking up precious device storage and memory space.

There may be some anecdotal evidence for these positions. However, it is
very difficult to make valid pronouncements on good vs. bad when you
try to apply them to thousands of apps and millions of users. The
individual nature of apps and their associated audience personas and use
cases are likely going to vary quite a bit. It is easy to talk about designing
for “mainstream” users, but do we really know what that means in a
general sense? We can certainly decide what mainstream means with
respect to our own user base and define and test our designs against that
definition.
To assume that apps need to be simple is just simplistic. While many
successful apps use that approach, there are equally successful apps that
are more robust. With faster processors, more memory, larger screen real
estate, and higher resolutions, apps have a foundation that is fully capable
of handling more complex activities. Many tablet apps are more robust
than their phone-based cousins due to the increased screen real estate.

The Mobile UA Skill Set
If you have been involved with user assistance for traditional software
applications, you are in a good position to move into support for mobile
UA. If you are new to the discipline, you will find it useful to learn the
fundamentals of technical communication. While mobile apps represent a
new way of thinking about software development, most of the skills
involved with desktop application development are still very relevant.
Designing the UA
Many of the general categories of user assistance for desktop applications
apply to mobile. These include tutorials or guided assistance for first-time
users, embedded helpful information in the user interface, and the
creation of a section of more detailed procedure and reference
information. An app might use one or more of these approaches. The
difference from traditional UA lies in how those items are executed or
accessed.
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The most important design skill might just be thinking outside the box.
Apps represent a significant break from decades of software design. The
best apps creatively envision new ways for people to work on the go. Our
user assistance needs to match that creativity by moving away from the
legacy designs of fixed workstation computing. One of the least useful
entities is the traditional “Help system” with its navigation hierarchy and
repository of topic pages.
Creating content
There are countless quotes by famous people along the lines of Mies van
der Rohe’s “less is more.” This concept definitely applies to mobile UA.
Effective UA for apps is more about crafting words and phrases and less
about generating volumes of content. Large-scale documentation
probably doesn’t have a place in the mobile world. That being said, our
foundation skills of writing, editing, task analysis, and subject matter
expert (SME) interviewing are still extremely important.
In mobile, effective writing is about spending more time coming up with
precisely the right words. During the editing process, the emphasis must
be on strictly limiting the volume of text while maintaining quality and
usefulness. Knowing the customer and the task at hand are still critical to
developing the right UA approach. Procedures, reference information,
wizards, embedded Help, and user interface text are still key elements.
They just have a very different form factor in mobile.
Knowledge of information design and content management is going to
help your overall mobile UA effort. However, many of the processes used
to support traditional software development may be too unwieldy for
mobile purposes. For example, mobile UA emphasizes embedded, brief
content. It would be difficult to manage this with most of today’s content
management systems. In the coming months and years, keep an eye out
for evolving best practices on this subject.
The use of well-crafted images and video is definitely part of today’s
mobile UA. This is an area on which to spend more time honing your
skills.
Indexing and search techniques are of less use in mobile. If a user needs
to search for Help content, then the user assistance material is probably
far too extensive.
Generally, a mobile help system with topics, indexes and table of contents
is difficult for a user to process. For most apps, the priority should be on
context-sensitive, embedded content. When more in-depth information is
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needed, it can be layered and extended to websites, forums, and wikis,
where search, indexing, and a table of contents is more easily integrated.
Building digital deliverables
For much of the past two decades, an important aspect of user assistance
has been converting our designs and content into a digital format for
consumption by our users. This includes creating compiled HTML Help,
support pages on a web site, or embedded text in the user interface. While
the look and feel of these deliverables has changed with mobile apps,
ultimately we are still working with software.
There are a couple of key process differences from desktop application
development. One is the rapid iteration/evolution of operating systems.
The other is the high-level of control imposed by platform gatekeepers on
how apps are compiled. What this boils down to is a constantly changing
environment for how mobile apps are designed and built.
As with much of mobile development, it works best when designers and
developers work in concert. You don’t want coding to dictate the design.
On the other hand, there are always governing conditions and resource
tradeoffs to consider. For most of the techniques described in this book,
you are going to have the best results when working hand-in-hand with
your developers.
Experience with HTML, Cascading Style Sheets (CSS), and JavaScript
continue to be important. A focus on HTML5 is critical to working with
the mobile platforms. The iPhone/iPad eco-system is already highly
dependent on HTML5. Using CSS helps to minimize the size of our code
that is stored in an app or delivered over the air. It can also facilitate a
design that adjusts for different screen dimensions. Also, CSS is the clear
path forward for animation and simulations. Adobe’s Flash has been shut
out of the Apple eco-system. The Flash player was also removed from
Android in 2012.
Understanding how apps are built can really make the difference in how
effective you are in your UA efforts. The technical limitations and
opportunities of mobile apps are very different from desktop computing.
Programmers are really good at sniffing out whether we have any clue as
to the challenges involved in building software. It is to your benefit to
learn as much as you can. Fortunately, the development tools for mobile
are very accessible and relatively easy to use. Several chapters in this book
get into the specifics of turning your content into digital deliverables.
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It is always a very good idea to learn a programming language. Once
you’ve learned one it is easier to get at least a working understanding of
others. Understanding how programming works makes it easier to
communicate with developers. It also gives us the chance to dig into code
on our own when we need to find something. Objective-C and C are the
languages of choice for iPhone/iPad. Java is the bulwark of Android.
Windows Phone is based on C# with graphical apps relying on Direct3D.
An important skill for mobile UA is usability testing. Even the smallest
elements of an app can have a disproportionate effect on whether a
customer enjoys the app or not. The very fact that mobile devices are
mobile makes it easy to present apps to people for testing. The simulators
available for the various mobile platforms provide a great way to make
quick user interface iterations – largely without the assistance of a
programmer. There is a huge body of information available about what
usability testing is and how to do it well.
 User Experience Professionals Association
https://uxpa.org/
Other areas of interest
One of the fun things about user assistance is that there are so many
peripheral disciplines that align with our core competencies. The
following areas of interest are discussed in this book to various degrees.
Some of these areas map to mobile UA more than others. You will want
to cast a wide net to capture all the relevant developments in these fields
as they relate to mobile.
Localization/Translation: The mobile app platforms have a variety of
language strategies but they might not easily fit in with existing desktop
production schemes. Text expansion due to different languages is an
important consideration. Also, translating the language of touch
interactions is very new.
Instructional Design and eLearning: The use of tutorials and videos
definitely fits into the mobile arena. The difference is scale. How do you
embed training of content into a mobile environment? How do you adjust
length and detail for an on-the-go experience?
Agile Development: The creation of mobile apps is fast-paced and
highly iterative – almost by definition. If anything, a team needs to be
even more tightly integrated when putting together a mobile app.
Structured Authoring / DITA: Organizing our valuable content is
always a good thing. Separating content from presentation also has a lot
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of merit. The question is whether a process like structured authoring or a
framework like DITA is useful in a setting where large-scale
documentation is ill-advised. A related issue is if, and how, traditional
content management systems can be adapted to support mobile
development.
Help Authoring Tools: The very different nature of UA for mobile
means that we need to look to very different types of tools for creating
that UA. The Help designs for desktop applications are generally not
suitable for mobile UA. Tools that only support those kinds of designs are
not likely to be very useful.
Social Media: There are many ways that user assistance can employ the
collaboration and community building of Twitter, YouTube, Facebook,
and similar entities. Mobile apps are generally always “on-line” so it makes
sense to integrate social media wherever appropriate.
Simplified English: A system of best practices originally developed for
the aircraft industry, Simplified English offers a method to reduce
complexity in technical language. Many of the principles regarding the
choice of words and the length of phrases can be applied to writing for
the small-screen of mobile devices.
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Take-away
User assistance has an important role in the development of mobile apps.
However, it may be difficult to identify opportunities right now. It is
important to look beyond mainstream apps and search out apps tailored
to specific business contexts. Keep a look out for emerging mobile
development in your own organization.
As you begin to work with mobile apps, try to disengage from legacy
design and implementation techniques from the desktop world. Look at
this as a completely new medium and tailor your UA accordingly. There
are many unique challenges including screen real estate and multi-touch
gestures.
Your past experience with UA will be extremely valuable. Fundamentals
of communication still apply to mobile. Usability testing and user research
may be the most important skills to acquire and hone.

Best Practices


Be constantly aware of the speed with which mobile
apps are beginning to dominate the software industry.



Consider what it means for an app to be “mobile” and
adjust your UA design appropriately.



Understand that mobile UA applies many of the same
skills as traditional UA, but with many new techniques.

2

Understanding the
Mobile Market

Preview
This chapter discusses the current landscape of smartphones,
tablets, and other mobile devices. It offers recommendations for
acquiring and upgrading devices for your own development needs.
Since the first edition of this book was published in 2011, the percentage
of mainstream consumers using smartphones has increased significantly.
An August 2013 report by Gartner reported that global smartphone sales
exceeded feature phone sales for the first time. “Smartphones accounted
for 51.8 percent of mobile phone sales in the second quarter of 2013,
resulting in smartphone sales surpassing feature phone sales for the first
time,” said Anshul Gupta, principal research analyst at Gartner.
Most of us in the tech industry now own a smartphone and/or a tablet. If
you don’t have one you should be considering getting one. It will be very
difficult to get serious about working with mobile software unless you
have some personal experience with the devices, apps, and ecosystems.
Developing Help for a mobile app without having a smartphone would be
like creating Help for a desktop app if you could only view the app on a
TV. You can probably get it done but it is not likely to result in great user
assistance.

The Smartphone Line-up
If you are buying a smartphone mainly for your own personal use then the
world is your oyster. There are dozens of new choices appearing every
month. However, if you’re buying one with an eye on learning about
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mobile UA, you need to give it a more focused consideration. You’ll need
to balance the high cost of the devices and associated service contracts
against the value it can provide for your professional use. Hopefully the
organizations that employ us will start buying devices for us to work with,
just as they provide us with desktop workstations. This is already the case
in companies like Amazon and Microsoft. They have in-house inventories
of all the popular devices which designers and developers can “check out”
for test purposes.
Figure 2.1 shows a snapshot of global market share for smartphones as of
Q3 2013.
Figure 2.1 World smartphone market share (Gartner, Q3 2013)

 Worldwide Smartphone Sales to End Users
http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/2623415
The Apple family of devices – iPhone, iPad, iPod Touch – has seen its
share shrink to a third of what it was in 2011. Collectively called “iOS”,
these devices are highly profitable and the overall growth in mobile has
kept Apple at the top of the pecking order in terms of revenue.
However, the biggest story of the past two years has been the stunning
growth of Android. Emerging from Google as an open-source project,
Android has come to command a huge market share in smartphones.
Breaking things down by country you get a somewhat different view, as
shown in Figure 2.2. Outside of the U.S. we find Android maintaining
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high numbers. Windows Phone is much more popular in France, Great
Britain, and Italy than in the U.S. According to a Kantar World Panel
report in early 2014, Windows Phone has grown its market share in
Europe to 9.7%. It is in double-digits in Great Britain and France and has
overtaken iOS in Italy. Figure 2.2 is drawn from the figures posted on that
site in early 2014.
Figure 2.2 World smartphone market share by country (percent)

 Smartphone OS Market Share - Kantar Worldpanel
http://tinyurl.com/mobileua-kantar
The key statistic for many software vendors, however, is app revenue.
While Android and iOS offer roughly the same number of apps, the iOS
App Store has brought developers more than twice as much revenue as
the Google Play Store, according to an October, 2013 report by Distimo,
an analysis site for the app market. Collectively, app store downloads
accounted for over $26 billion in sales in 2013.
Apple’s iOS
The mobile ecosystem from Apple is called iOS. This
encompasses the iPhone, iPad, and the App Store.
iTunes has been a key piece of technology for many
years. While iTunes is still widely used, the iOS
devices can download and sync data independently.
Because the big money in apps is happening in iOS,
that is where most developers are putting their first
efforts. Unless your organization is specifically
ignoring iOS, it is the best place to start learning
about mobile UA.
Apple has a pattern of maintaining a relatively short list of devices which
makes it pretty easy to keep up with mobile developments in iOS. At the
time of this writing, the main devices in the line-up are the iPhone 5s, 5c,
and 4s. Earlier versions are still available from phone companies at
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discounted rates. Apple aggressively pushes their customers forward to
update on a regular basis.
The 5s and 5c use the same chassis and share much of the other
hardware. The 5s includes newer features like finger-print security and a
faster chip. The 5c has been marketed as a lower cost alternative. The
iPad and iPad mini have evolved with the major changes being in weight,
thickness, speed, and display resolution. The lack of radical changes in the
iPad design might be a contributor to flat sales in 2013.
Google’s Android
The growth of Android over the past few years has
been nothing short of remarkable. In 2011, Android
had just passed Apple in terms of the overall installed
base of users for smartphones.
In the ensuing time period, Android has absolutely
dominated worldwide sales with four out of every
five devices sold. Android experienced a 236% yearover-year increase in app installs for 2013-14.
Android also has 62 % of the global tablet market
share.
However, that number is fragmented amongst hundreds of devices and a
half-dozen versions of the operating system. For developers, the tools and
the marketplace are not quite as attractive as iOS. Android has been a less
likely place to look for apps that connect to traditional enterprise
applications – but that is changing. It is safe to say that most enterprise
efforts in mobile development are going to consider Android just as
important as iOS.
Early versions of the Android development tools were very tricky to work
with compared to iOS. The upgrades in 2013 brought Android a set of
really good tools. If you want to explore mobile apps in a relatively
unrestricted, but fast-moving, ecosystem this is the place to be. There are
also loads of inexpensive, unlocked, used Android phones available for
sale.

Understanding the Mobile Market ♦ 21

Microsoft’s Windows Phone
Windows Phone has not had anywhere near the level
of success of Android and iOS. The relatively small
market share for Windows Phone is mainly a legacy
of being way too late in responding to the capacitive
touch screens and app ecosystems of iOS and
Android.
The user interface has received mostly favorable
reviews. It definitely presents an innovative point of
view about how to interact with a smartphone.
Most of the success of Windows Phone is found in the line of phones
from Nokia. The figures in the April 2014 AdDuplex report show how
dominant the line of Lumia phones is.
 AdDuplex report on Windows Phone
http://tinyurl.com/mobileua-adduplex
The purchase by Microsoft of the phone division of Nokia should
continue to boost the momentum of the platform. Nokia had already
discontinued its development efforts with the mobile Symbian OS. That
platform will be maintained for legacy purposes.
It is likely that Windows Phone will continue to cement its position in
third place after Android and iOS. If your company currently develops
Windows applications, you may want to start your efforts with Windows
Phone. The Windows Phone developer tools from Microsoft are easy to
use and free.
BlackBerry
2013 signaled the end of Blackberry as we knew it. The long awaited new
operating system was met with dismal sales. While many people still get a
Blackberry from their employer, it is a platform with a very limited future.
Blackberry’s secure messaging and email system continues to be valued by
enterprise. However, that is likely to morph into a service that won’t be
dependent on Blackberry hardware. Third-party app development for
Blackberry is more or less dead in the water. Getting a Blackberry isn’t
going to help you learn much about mobile UA in the near future unless
your company is designing apps for it.
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Native Apps Versus Web Apps
One of the important considerations is whether you will be supporting
what are called “native” apps as opposed to web apps. The decision on
the type of app will be made in the early planning for the app. For many
UA professionals, this decision will often be made before they even get
involved in the project.
Native apps are platform-specific applications. They use proprietary
frameworks and programming in a compiled wrapper. Apps for iOS,
Android, and Windows Phone are all considered native. They follow a
regimented development formula. These kinds of apps do not work crossplatform. In the case of iOS and Windows Phone, these apps are also
vetted for quality and content. All of the statistics in the previous section
were related to native apps.
Web apps are simply web sites that are optimized for use on mobile
devices. These apps use the same open source technologies that have
been around for many years, including HTML, CSS, JavaScript, etc. Web
apps can run on any device that has a web browser. There is no authority
controlling how these apps are created beyond the web standards
themselves. Web apps do not have the high profile that native apps have
and so it is hard to find statistics on their overall usage.
The most popular and visible apps are in the native category. Generally,
native apps enjoy better performance than web apps since many of the
functions are drawing upon the local, internal resources of the device
operating systems. Web apps are making constant queries to a remote
server for all their operations.
Native apps benefit from established app stores for distribution. Apple’s
App Store, Google Play, and Windows Store provide an easy way for
users to find, purchase, and install apps on their mobile devices. Web apps
require their own distribution mechanism. This can be difficult for
mainstream apps. However, corporate web apps have an easier time of it
because you have established channels to reach the customers or
employees for which the app is designed.
For user assistance considerations,
•

If you are supporting a web app, you can leverage any and all of
your prior knowledge about working with web technologies. If
you have already built web sites or web-based Help, you have
many of the skills needed. The main difference will be in applying
those skills with techniques appropriate for smartphones and
tablets.
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•

If you are supporting a native app, you need to have a solid
understanding of the platforms the apps are based on. This book
references many issues specific to iOS, Android, and Windows
Phone. You will also benefit from having experience with web
technologies as those are often applied in native apps.

User Assistance Support for Mobile
The references and examples presented so far in this chapter are based on
sales figures for large-scale mainstream consumer demand for particular
types of devices. That picture changes a bit if we look at the current state
of development in the user assistance community. Figure 2.3 shows the
breakdown of mobile platform support as reported in the 2014
WritersUA Skills & Technologies Survey. The top vote-getter is Web
apps (44%) – which is an open-source, cross-platform method for
delivering apps to the mobile web. That is a category that is rarely
reported in conjunction with the branded platforms. Nonetheless, it is a
major, valid platform that claimed support from close to half of the
survey respondents.
Close behind, in a dead heat for second, are iOS (42%) and Android
(39%). The similar numbers probably reflect a trend for enterprise to
support both platforms when rolling out apps. For corporate purposes,
the economics of the two platforms are not as important as the market
share. Essentially, corporations want to get their enterprise apps in the
hands of their employees and customers as easily as possible.
Windows Phone trails considerably with 16%. However, that is a higher
figure than what we see with consumer U.S. adoption. That likely has
some correlation with the large investment IT departments already have in
Windows. It will be interesting to see where that number goes as
Microsoft attempts to consolidate the Windows and Windows Phone
platforms.
While Blackberry is listed at 10% it is hard to see this continue given the
current state of that platform. The Window Store category (6%) is the
app-style format that is emerging in Windows 8 and most prominent in
the Surface family of devices. Symbian (3%) has already been relegated to
legacy status by Nokia.
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Figure 2.3 Support for Mobile Platforms – WritersUA Survey

 2014 WritersUA Skills & Technologies Survey
http://www.welinske.com/skills-and-technologies-surveyplatforms-14/

Tablets
The popularity of the iPad has been amazing. While tablet computers
have been available for many years, it was Apple that finally captured the
hearts of consumers. From the first release in the summer of 2010, the
iPad was enormously popular and became a product behemoth in just
over a year. The important distinction with the iPad was to marry the
device size with an “always on,” speedy OS, reliance on gestures for input,
and an app store ecosystem. This device category offers a simplicity and
comfort that attracts customers.
The original iPad dramatically and successfully expanded the definition of
mobile to include something bigger than a smartphone and smaller than a
laptop. But also, different than a netbook. It could be argued that the iPad
ended the sales of netbooks and has been one of the biggest drags on the
PC market.
Figure 2.4 shows a comparison of recent PC and tablet sales. The
numbers in the Gartner report suggest that tablet sales will exceed that of
PCs sometime in late 2014. However, some news sources in early 2014
suggested that Apple’s tablet sales were flat. It could be that the current
form factor has filled demand – for now.

Understanding the Mobile Market ♦ 25
Figure 2.4

 Gartner report
http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/2645115
Figure 2.5 Tablets

The biggest competitor to the iPad has been the growth of smaller tablets
– mostly running Android. The seven-inch size tablet became so popular
that Apple finally decided it needed to add one to its line in 2012.
Currently, smaller tablets have the largest market share. Microsoft is
hoping to have a piece of this success with their hybrid tablet/laptop
Surface Pro. Figure 2.5 shows the variety of sizes with the iPad Air (A),
Galaxy Tab 7 (B), and Surface Pro 3 (C).
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If your apps will be deployed on tablets in addition to phones, you’ll need
to invest in some tablet hardware. Just as with the phones, it is difficult, if
not impossible, to adequately design and test without having devices in
hand.
Getting beyond the media hype, the popularity of a product is what drives
development of apps for the product. The iPad has already achieved
enough traction to make it a slam-dunk choice for most developers.
The underlying codebase of the iPad more or less ensures that most
developers start with a smartphone design and then make it bigger. The
iOS eco-system of tools, templates, and existing code is based on the
iPhone.
On Android, the tablet OS is just another step in the evolution of the
overall platform. Since version 3.0 Honeycomb, all versions of Android
support both phones and tablets. The same development tools used for
Android phones are being used for Android tablets. As described in the
Android chapter, Android doesn’t really differentiate between device
types. Developers can choose from a fairly unlimited array of specs and
dimensions. However, the seven-inch size tablet has definitely become
one of the most popular.
The Kindle Fire from Amazon has also become a major player in the
tablet market. The Fire is based on a forked version of Android. What
that means is that Amazon has highly customized Android for its own
use. Their own apps may have functions that you wouldn’t find in other
Android apps. For third-party apps, (ones not coming from Amazon)
developers simply use the same techniques as for Android apps.
Microsoft’s Surface has been a somewhat odd entrant in the tablet race.
Running Windows 8, it is trying to bridge the gap between the more
limited computing power of the iPad and more powerful
laptop/desktops. So far it has had mixed results. The Surface RT failed to
catch fire with customers in its first incarnation in 2013. With the
exception of Microsoft’s Office apps, the Surface only runs apps from the
Windows Store. This makes it a non-starter for most enterprise use. The
second edition of Surface still has the drawback. It makes it extremely
confusing for non-techies who expect to be able to run their traditional
Windows apps.
The Surface Pro has been more successful – but only relative to the
Surface. Surface Pro is capable of running any application that has been
developed for Windows. The Windows 8.1 reboot has been made more
attractive to enterprise use by making it possible to boot into the
traditional desktop. The real test of the new system though, will be
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whether enterprise developers choose to make apps that run in the
Windows Store interface. Previously called “metro-style”, the Windows
Store apps are the ones that Microsoft expects to compete with what we
currently find in iOS and Android. The creation of corporate apps for iOS
and Android is documented throughout this book. It remains to be seen if
IT departments decide to invest the effort to port those apps to Windows
Store style.
What this means for user assistance professionals is that working with
tablets is going to be more like working with smartphones than working
with desktop applications. For iOS and Android, almost all of the
information presented in this book regarding phones is going to be
relevant to tablet design and implementation.
The Microsoft strategy is less clear. At the time of this writing, the
development of Windows Phone apps is still very different from
Windows 8 and Windows Store. In fact, there are currently separate
“stores” for each version. Rumblings from Redmond are that Microsoft is
headed toward a more unified approach.
Specific details on the design of UA for tablets is provided in Chapter 1 –
UA for Tablets.

Using Simulators and Emulators
The major smartphone and tablet platforms provide simulators/emulators
(see Figure 2.6) so developers can test project changes quickly without
loading apps onto the associated devices. Simulators are a boon to user
assistance professionals. They are fun to work with and allow you to
experiment with designs without the help of programmers. Simulators are
discussed extensively in this book. However, there are a few important
limitations.
•

There really isn’t a substitute for working with the actual devices.
You can’t get a feel for ease of use, performance, and suitability to
task through a simulator. It is also hard to understand why a
person likes an iPhone over a Galaxy over a Lumia until you play
with them.

•

Simulators are most useful if you have access to the project code
for an app. A simulator can’t display an app without the associated
code. There are many scenarios where it might not be possible for
you to get the code for the project you are working on. However,
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you can display browser-based Help in a simulator without project
code.
•

To use a simulator you need to install most, if not all, of the tools
associated with a particular platform. You won’t find any standalone simulators to use. You will need to learn the basics of the
development tools in order to work with the simulators.

Figure 2.6
Windows Phone emulator

iOS simulator

The Device Acquisition Conundrum
Keeping up with phones, tablets, and apps is easier said than done. We’re
faced with an ever-growing list of devices and their associated operating
systems. There are distinct differences on the surface of these
environments and under the hood. Windows Phone has a completely
different form factor from iOS, while Android is different from both of
those. A person who buys an iPhone over Android is doing it for reasons
beyond the cost of the device and the service contract. You can’t
effectively develop user assistance for a mobile app without understanding
the nuances of the user interface and the expectations of the customer.
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One of the challenges in keeping up with the device explosion is the cost
of the devices. It isn’t practical to have access to all possible devices. It
might be difficult to justify having just one, let alone three or four of
them. The average cost for a new smartphone is in the neighborhood of
$500-600. In the United States, this cost is often subsidized by the
telecommunication companies in exchange for the customer taking on a
two-year service contract. Those contracts can easily cost $2,000-$3,000.
Add to that the obnoxious practice whereby the networks hold back on
software updates in order to boost the sales of new devices and extended
contracts.
Most of us only need one contract – for our primary phone. It isn’t
practical to have multiple contracts. Most of us also cannot afford the
retail, non-subsidized price for several new phones. What is a UA
professional to do?
One solution is to buy used, “unlocked” phones that are out of contract.
The fast growth of the smartphone market means there is a burgeoning
market for used, unlocked phones. You can find such devices on eBay for
half of what they cost new. If this is a supplementary device for you, you
may be able to get along using the wi-fi capability alone. Another option is
to buy a pre-paid SIM card, which can usually be purchased for as little as
$25. Pay-as-you-go internet access can work just fine for UA testing.
Unlocking a phone on your own can be a complicated and involved
process. You are best off buying a phone that is already unlocked.
Beyond cost, there is the issue of updates. Apple has a pretty
straightforward policy of pushing everyone forward at the same time on
devices and software. The app development process follows Apple’s
release schedule very closely. The rigid control Apple has over their
platform also means that developers don’t have to deal with more than a
couple of major variants in technology at any one time.
Version control with Windows Phone has been a mixed bag for
developers and consumers. Windows Phone version 8 completely shut
out the devices built for version 7. This created a lot of frustration for
owners of Phone 7 devices. In order to get the benefits of the new OS it
was necessary to buy a new phone.
The rate of progress in Windows Phone is an area of concern for
developers. Version 8.1 was revealed to developers in April 2014. This
was a full year and a half after the release of version 8.0. While this means
there is only one version target for developers, it also reflects a very slow
pace of improvements for the platform.
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The growth of the Android platform is not limited to devices and apps.
The number of versions of the operating system is somewhat amazing.
From 2008 to early 2013, there have been nine major updates with
“sweet” names – from Cupcake to KitKat. If you are buying an Android
device, you shouldn’t consider anything with less than the Ice Cream
Sandwich release. A full list of releases is shown in the Android chapter.
A final option is one that is employed by organizations with a high-stake
in cross-platform applications. Many companies, like Amazon, have a
department that purchases and inventories new devices as they become
available. Organizations with more limited resources might consider
purchasing a representative model from iOS, Android, and Windows
Phone each year. Designers and developers can then check out a device to
work with.

Take-away
If you are serious about mobile UA, getting one or more mobile devices is
extremely important. You need to understand how mobile apps differ
from the desktop. You also should gain an appreciation for the nuances
of different platforms.
The cost of devices and connectivity contracts can be expensive. You’ll
need to do some careful research to find the solution that best fits your
situation and budget. This might include purchasing used, unlocked
devices.

Best Practices


Apple’s iOS and Google’s Android dominate market
share and should be the main focus with native apps for
phones and tablets.



Consider working with platform-specific simulators and
emulators for native UA design.



It is very important to have hands-on experience with
the types of devices you plan to support.

