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Abstract:  The genesis for this article came about when a friend of mine gave me a super 8 
movie camera she had bought at a garage sale.  She gave it to me with the admonition that if 
I did not use it I had to give it back to her.  She did not however, specify how I had to use it.  
Inside the box was the camera and some batteries and carefully tucked between the side of 
the box and the packing material, was a set of meticulous handwritten instructions for 
loading the film.  They were very well done and clear.  My mind filled with images of the 
person who owned the camera including their own instructions and why they felt the need to 
do this.  With this one example I became aware that we are surrounded at work and 
sometimes even in our homes with other instances where people have found it necessary to 
write their own instructions.  They ran the gamut from the near perfection of the camera 
instructions to the note above my physical therapist's whirlpool, which seemed to instruct 
the user to drain and fill the tub at the same time. 
   A careful analysis of why people feel the need to write these instructions will be an insight 
into the design problems of the various products.  It will also provide valuable examples of 
what must be avoided in design to insure ease of use and intuitive controls.   
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   What kind of person feels the need to write their own 
instructions?  Everyone has probably had the need to do this at 
one time or another, but consider a person from antiquity.  
Alexander the Great was one of the most successful military 
leaders of ancient times and part of his fame involves  the tale of 
the Gordian knot.  Legend said that who ever could undo the 
Gordian knot would rule all of Asia.  Campaigning across Asia 
Minor, Alexander could not pass up such a chance.  When faced 
with the impossibility of untying the knot he pulled his sword 
and cut it, thus undoing the knot and adding to his own 
mythology.  Here is an example of lateral thinking that is used in 
both the worlds of academia and business.  It is also an example 
of someone writing their own instructions.  He didn’t follow Figure 1  
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convention and follow the typical rules for untying and instead accomplished what he 
needed to do using his own method.  When faced with the problem he didn’t curse and 
mutter about the designer of the knot but instead found his own way to the solution.  There 
is probably no more frustrating experience than trying to  make something work, that does 
not want to work.  And whether it is Murphy's law,  bad karma or crappy coincidences 
invariably you have a problem, when a problem is the last thing you need.  (At least these are 
the only times we remember )  Often times the most mundane simple task can throw us for 
a loop and leave us wondering "how the …? " or uttering the immortal line "it worked fine 
last time."  Perhaps what is needed at times like these is to consider issues that lead to these 
problems.  Even though in reality all we want to do is destroy the offending piece of 
equipment.  That is why if you look around our world you will see many surfaces covered 
with notes and instructions on how to make something work.  These little notes we write for 
our selves and others in our work groups are what allow us to avoid those heartbreaking 
errors which sidetrack and  derail our work.  These little notes and tips are our way of 
compensating for what Norman described as the human race's weakness in "precision in 
action and memory." 
What are the problems with the design of the object or with the system itself that lead to this 
need?  Obviously, there is a failure in either the way the design is communicating or how the 
instructions were made.  The most obvious venues to discuss these issues would be to 
consider some examples and how  the use of design systems could lead to the elimination of 

the need for writing your own instructions. One must 
consider  whether it was a problem with the design 
itself, or how it was communicated to the user via 
manuals that led to the lack of understanding that 
requires the use of handwritten notes.  
We will start with two examples of simple signs, both 
in restrooms on a major interstate.(Fig.2)  
One allows the user some privacy and freedom from 
interruption and the other aids the necessity of 
washing up.  These are simple functions in a place 
where most people older than 2 years old would 
normally have little anxiety.  Yet, here are written 
instructions to help us with the most rudimentary task.  
An exploration using the principles of human centered 
design would have led to a more appropriate solutions 
that might have not needed these signs.  Even if there 
had just been a consideration of what type of locks or 
fixtures to use,  and what was appropriate there would 
be little need for these types of sign.  (Norman actually 
predicted the need for these types of signs for faucets 
in The Design of Everyday Things.) 
 
The next example that could be brought forward are 
these  super 8 movie camera instructions. (Fig.3)  
These were obviously written by an expert user for 
someone who was taking and using the camera for the 

first time.  

Figure 2 Restroom 
signs 



 These 
instructions 
are fascinating 
in the little 
details that 
are given such 
as, "remove 
lens cap (put 
in 
pocket."(sic)  
, and the 
inclusion of a 
simple 
drawing that 
shows a 
notch that 
ensures the 
film is loaded 
correctly.  
The finishing 
touch is the 
admonition to 
"go girl go" 
which would 
have inspired 

any budding filmmaker .  These instructions are also wonderful because in many ways they 
are a textbook example of a good instruction manual.  The writer has clearly determined 
their audience, they analyzed the purpose and have only covered the essential task, they used 
their own expertise to determine what was important and finally organized it briefly and 
succinctly.  Three sections  are all that is needed, how to shoot, how to load the film and 
how to pack it up when you are done.  It is essentially an early, homemade version of the 
modern "quick start guide" that we have all received with our computers, cell phones and 

dvd players.  It is obvious that this camera was 
created before the ideas of Universal Design 
were formalized so it would be unfair to hold it 
to those principles but if the principles were 
used in its design there would be less of a need 
for the "quick start guide." 
 
We can also look at something like this modern 
day stapler from a hotel registration desk that 
had to have instructions put on it for the most 
basic of operations.  What good is a stapler 
without staples?  And this begs the question, 
what good is a stapler that needs instructions 
like these?  
   Human beings are, by nature, flexible 
creatures and so varied in their mindsets that 

Figure 3 Super 8 Camera Instructions 

Figure 4  Hotel Stapler 



they will always be inventing ways to deal with their environment.  Because their 
environment will include designed objects there will always be notes and scribbles that help 
people remember and use and interact with the tools in their everyday life.  But as designers 
we can strive to create objects and instructions that work with and enhance the strengths of 
the user.  To quote an architect, "bad design, needs a sign,"  however, we can decrease the 
amount of "signs" by making sure our products don’t need them which will  hopefully free 
the Alexanders of future generations from such mundane task and let them get on with 
conquering the world.   
 
References 
 
 Abbot, Jacob.  History of Alexander the Great.(1900). 
Philadelphia: Henry Altemus Company. 
  
 Green, Peter.  Alexander of Macedon, 356-323 B.C. :a historical biography.(1991) 
Berkeley: Univ. of California Press. 
 

Norman, Donald A. The Design of Everyday Things.(1989). 
New York: Doubleday. 
 
 (www.jnd.org/dn.mss/error_design.html) 
 
 (www.design.ncsu.edu/cud/univ_design/principles/udprinciples.htm) 
 
 Markel, Mike.  Technical Communication. (2001).  
Boston: Bedford\St. Martin's. 
 

Low, Roderick. Writing User Documentation. (1994). 
New York: Prentice Hall. 
 

Coe, Marlana.  Human Factors for Technical Communicators. (1996). 
New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 
 
 Lawson, Bryan.  How Designers Think. (1997). 
Oxford: Architectural Press. 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
The author would like to thank: Leon and Dora Best for their love and confidence, and Prof. 
Richard Branham, Prof. Ron Kemnitzer, and the Dorris Fair Carey Scholarship Committee 
for their support. 



 


