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The trouble with help pages

● Accumulated lots of cruft over time

● Too long (e.g. Wikipedia:Citing sources is 8145 words)

● Widely varying in complexity

● Duplication: 5 pages about how to do tables

● Navigation is poor



What does the current 
help system look like?



Different entry points
● Search (internal/external)

● Links in site sidebar

● Warnings and welcome messages

● Page and talk page templates

Different target audiences
● Readers

● New and wannabe editors

● Experienced editors



The old "Help:Contents"
This got 10,000 hits per day.





Example help page: Citing sources



Resistance to change

● Movement politics. Resistance to top-down.

● Editors find it hard to identify with users

● Ownership of pages.

● Sunk costs



So how to approach it?

Improved existing Wikipedia:Help Project, 
trying to catalyse community work.

Research beforehand, reports and 
presentations on the problems. Usability 
testing with real users.

Work around existing pages where needed.



Where are we now?

New introduction to citing sources



New contents page



What next?

Still massive amounts to do.

Better guidelines for writing help pages, based 
on what we've learnt.

Make the software and processes easier 
(WYSIWYG is coming - eventually!)



Questions?
pcoombe@wikimedia.org

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:The_wub
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