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• Consultant and trainer for User Assistance 

tools and technologies since 1993

• User of MadCap products since 2006

• Certified Flare Instructor

• Based in the UK

MATTHEW ELLISON



• Some usability test observations that reveal

common Search pitfalls

• 10 tips for improving your users’ Search experience

WHAT WE’LL COVER THIS AFTERNOON



• Approximately five hours of observing user behavior

• Seven participants

– Friends and family

– Mix of age and gender

• Focused on two issues

– In-page navigation

– Overall design and navigation

(of a Help system)

• Major revelation: the “fragility of search”

MY USABILITY TESTING IN 2017



1. Female 70-80

2. Female 60-70

3. Female 50

4. Male 17

5. Male 50-60

6. Female 15

7. Female 50-60

PARTICIPANTS



“What is a 

Target?”
“As they've presented 

the Search in the middle, 

I'm going to use it. They 

are obviously confident 

in it.” (7)

“Those searches up 

there in the top right-

hand corner never seem 

to come up with good 

results.” (7)



“I’m not 

impressed!” (7)

“If I hadn't seen 

‘About Targets’ at 

the bottom of the 

list, I would have 

given up.” (7)



“What is a 

Target?”

“That didn’t work” 

(4)

Proceeded to find 

answer using Top Nav 

menus



“How do you change the 

presentation/format of 

breadcrumbs?”

“Ah - zero 

results” (4)

Gave up after briefly exploring the 

Top Nav menus for ‘bread crumbs’



“How do you change the 

presentation/format of 

breadcrumbs?”

“None of the 

results seem 

useful” (5)

Gave up



“How do you turn on the option that makes 

Flare save your document automatically every 

few minutes?”

Gave up after briefly 

exploring the Top Nav 

menus (4)



“How do you change the language of a 

project, say to French?”

“I couldn't search as 

easily on the second 

version (1)”



“How do you add a Master 

Page to your project?”

“Possibly you could 

click on these to 

find it??” (1)



• Search is important

• BUT…search within Help is inflexible

• …it frequently fails

• …users are not skilled at crafting effective search queries

• We should be anticipating frequent search queries and 

ensuring they give useful results

LESSONS LEARNED

“It was easier to search for stuff because 

there was so much stuff” (4)



Tip 1:
Train users to search smarter 



• Train users to help themselves

• Search tips

– Enter keywords, not questions

– Implied Boolean AND. Use OR to broaden Search

– Try variations of a word or phrase

– Enclose phrases within quotes for exact match

– Consider using a filter

TRAINING



Tip 2:
Consider selecting partial search 



• log → login

• window → Windows

• bot → robot

• AWD → L-AWD345R

BENEFIT





• Longer build time

• Too many Search results

POTENTIAL DISADVANTAGES



Tip 3:
Wording of topic titles is critical



• Try to use words that your users will search for

• Clearly convey the purpose and nature of the topic

• Be specific and complete

WORDING OF TOPIC TITLES



• “Import from Word”

or

“Importing from Word”?

• “Security credentials”

or

“Overview of security credentials”

or

“Introduction to security credentials”

or

“About security credentials”

WORDING OF TOPIC TITLES



Tip 4:
Add words that users might search 
for 



• Consider including users’ own terminology within your text

• Consider including alternative terms

(perhaps in parentheses)

• Refer to the problem/issue that you are solving

ADD WORDS THAT USERS MIGHT SEARCH FOR



Tip 5:
Create a synonyms file 



• Focus on Group Synonyms

(rather than Directional Synonyms)

• Add the Synonyms file to your “global” project

• No need to select within Target file

• Only used by HTML-based outputs (and not CHM)

CREATE A SYNONYMS FILE



SYNONYMS EDITOR



• change=modify=customize=customise=alter

• vacation=holiday

• trunk=boot

• dictionary=dictionaries

• breadcrumb=bread-crumb=bread crumb

• By all means, use the Stem option

(but in my experience, it’s not necessary)

SYNONYM GROUPS

Spaces and 

punctuation are 

not supported



Tip 6:
Add topic descriptions 



• Description text is targeted by Search

• The Description text is used by Search Results

(and helps users to decide if the topic is what they need)

TWO BENEFITS OF ADDING DESCRIPTIONS



ADD THE DESCRIPTION IN TOPIC PROPERTIES



Description 

displayed here



Glossary definition



• Add the plural form of each glossary term

BONUS TIP!



Tip 7:
Add index keywords



• Use in combination with a Synonyms File

• A way to include a specific topic (or topics) in the results 

of a search for a word or phrase that is not in topic text

• A solution to the lack of support for spaces in synonyms

INDEX KEYWORDS



EXAMPLE

Bread crumbs

Index Keywords:

breadcrumb

trail

navigation path

cookie

cookiecrumb

thread



INDEX WINDOW

Index marker



Tip 8:
Exploit the Include Importance 
option



THE INCLUDE IMPORTANCE OPTION



• The number of incoming links to a topic is added to the 

criteria for its Search Ranking

• A measure of “popularity”

• So:

Make sure that you include plenty of cross-references to 

important topics

AS A RESULT OF SELECTING THE OPTION…



Tip 9:
Add search filters 



• A way of reducing the number of Search results

• Shows only the results from a specific category

SEARCH FILTERS



Filters



FLARE’S IMPLEMENTATION OF SEARCH FILTERS

Probably too 

many filters to 

choose from



Could also use:

• User roles

• Product types

• Countries or regions

• Reading/learning 

preferences

BASING FILTERS ON FUNDAMENTAL TOPIC TYPES



STEP 1: ADD CONCEPTS TO TOPICS



TIP: YOU CAN DRAG TOPICS TO A CONCEPT



TIP: YOU CAN DRAG TOPICS TO A CONCEPT



STEP 2: CREATE A SEARCH FILTER SET



STEP 3: SELECT SEARCH FILTER SET IN TARGET



Tip 10:
Consider switching to 
Google Custom Search 



• New search option in Flare 2018

• An open-source search engine based on Lucene

• Provides “fuzzy” matching and auto-complete

ELASTICSEARCH



ELASTICSEARCH
Target Editor



ELASTICSEARCH – THE GOOD NEWS

Auto-

complete



ELASTICSEARCH – THE GOOD NEWS

Fuzzy 

matching



ELASTICSEARCH – THE NOT SO GOOD NEWS 

Fuzzy matching 

does not work 

for spaces



• Auto-complete based on:

– Matching topics

– Matching keywords that you and others have previously search on

• Fuzzy matching (Did you mean …?)

• Free

• Content does not have to be on public Web

REASONS TO USE ELASTICSEARCH



• Scales well

• Can search non-html files

• Look-and-feel is customizable using skin

• Can be tested locally

REASONS TO USE ELASTICSEARCH



• Configuration on web server required

• Not available with Pulse

• Not available (yet) for output hosted on MadCap Central

• Not available with Tripane HTML5 output

• Does not support search filters

POTENTIAL DRAWBACKS OF ELASTICSEARCH



• Does not search for index keywords

• Does not support synonyms

• Does not show Glossary Term as first search result

• Does not appear to support search phrases within 

quotation marks

POTENTIAL DRAWBACKS OF ELASTICSEARCH



• Search is critical for your users’ success

• MadCap Search works automatically

But…

…it’s worth investing time to fine-tune it

• Elasticsearch is an exciting new option

SUMMARY



Questions?
Matthew Ellison
matthew@uaeurope.com


