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C. Brude r, H . W andk e , L. Ble ssing, Im proving m obile  ph one  instruction m anuals 

for se niors. Ge rontech nology 2006; 5(1):51-55. Th is  is  a pre lim inary re port of an 
inte rvie w  study w ith  20 s e nior m obile  ph one  us e rs , focus ing on h ow  s e nior us e rs  
of a m obile  ph one  us e  and e valuate  instruction m anuals. O fte n s e nior us e rs  h ave  
le s s  e xpe rie nce  w ith  m ultifunctional e le ctronic de vice s. Th e re fore , an im portant 
is s ue  is  h ow  th e y le arn to h andle  m obile  ph one s. Th e  re s ults  s h ow  th at ne arly all 
participants  re ad m anuals  care fully, but ofte n do not unde rstand th e  instructions. 
Afte r re porting th e  criticism s  by participants , th e ir de m ands  from  m anuals  are  
pre s e nte d. Finally, ide as  for im proving th e  proce s s  of fam iliariz ation w ith  ne w  
m ultifunctional de vice s  are  introduce d. 

K e yw ords : ins truction m anual, m ob ile  ph one , inte rvie w  s tudy

D e live re d in th e  sam e  pack age , a te ch nic-
al product and its  instruction m anual 
form  a functional unit. Instruction m anu-
als  allow  syste m atic acce s s  to h andling 
a m ultifunctional e le ctronic de vice . In im -
proving th e  inte raction be tw e e n us e rs  
and m ultifunctional de vice s , both  
product and instruction m anual h ave  to 
be  k e pt in m ind.

Us e rs  w ith out m uch  e xpe rie nce  w ith  
s uch  de vice s  te nd to re ad th e  m anual to 
obtain an ins igh t into pos s ible  func-
tions , and to le arn h ow  to h andle  th e ir 
de vice . In ge ne ral, s e niors  are  ofte n le s s  
e xpe rie nce d in h andling m ultifunctional 
e le ctronic de vice s , s uch  as  m obile  
ph one s 1. Th e re fore , for s e niors , th e  in-
struction m anual is  one  of th e  m ost im -

portant m e ans  of acce s s  to e le ctronic 
products. 

Th e re  is  a grow ing com m unity of s e ni-
ors  w h o us e  m obile  ph one s. Maste ring 
th e  inte raction w ith  th e ir m obile  ph one  
is  a pre condition to us ing th e  de vice  sat-
isfactorily and s e lf-confide ntly. A de -
scriptive  study was  conducte d to ge t a 
first im pre s s ion of w h y, in w h ich  s itu-
ations , and w h e n s e niors  re ad th e  in-
struction m anual (Figure  1).

SAM PLE AND  INTERVIEW

20 s e nior m obile  ph one  us e rs  age d 
be tw e e n 58 and 80 (m e an 68) w e re  in-
te rvie w e d. Th e y w e re  re cruite d from  a 
te st pe rson databas e  of th e  Te ch nical 
Unive rs ity Be rlin, by poste rs , or as k e d 
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by colle ague s. 9  O ut of 20 participants  
did not h ave  any e xpe rie nce  in h andling 
com pute r program s , s uch  as  word pro-
ce s sors  or inte rne t brow s e rs. Th e  e xpe ri-
e nce  of th e  oth e r participants  varie d a 
lot; som e  h ad only us e d com pute rs  a 
fe w  tim e s . Th e  participants  in ave rage  
h ad m ore  e xpe rie nce  in inte rne t and 
com pute rs  th an th e  ave rage  Ge rm an 
s e nior2. Th e  inte rvie w e d s e niors  h ad 
owne d m obile  ph one s  for a pe riod vary-
ing from  h alf a ye ar to te n ye ars. 

At th e  be ginning of th e  inte rvie w , th e  
participants  w e re  as k e d w h e re , w h e n, 
and w h y th e y bough t th e ir m obile  
ph one s. Furth e rm ore , th e y re porte d on 
th e ir approach  to be com ing acq uainte d 
w ith  th e ir first, as  w e ll as  th e ir curre nt 
m obile  ph one , and w h e th e r th e y h ad 
re ad th e  instruction m anual. Th e y w e re  
also as k e d w h at k ind of e xpe rie nce s  
th e y h ad h ad w ith  instruction m anuals. 

Afte r th e  inte rvie w , th e  participants  h ad 
to pe rform  som e  tas k s  w ith  m obile  
ph one s. Th e  inte rvie w e d s e niors  w e re  
as k e d to solve  four tas k s  w ith  th e ir own 

m obile  ph one . For e xam ple , th e y h ad to 
re ad a m is s e d call from  th e  re cord list 
and e nte r th e  inte rvie w e r’s  num be r in 
th e  ph one book  of th e ir m obile  ph one . A 
score  was  de fine d to q uantify th e  pe r-
form ance  of th e  participants. Th e  score  
range s  from  one  (low  pe rform ance ) to 
five  (h igh  pe rform ance ) and is  calcu-
late d on th e  bas is  of pe rform e d ste ps  
and corre ctly pe rform e d tas k s . Bas e d on 
th is  score , inte rvie w  data and us e r pe r-
form ance  w e re  corre late d in orde r to 
ge t an im pre s s ion of th e  participants ’ 
pe rform ance  in h andling m obile  ph one s.

R ESULTS 
Th e  re sults  s h ow  th at ne arly all parti-
cipants  re ad m anuals. Th is  is  diffe re nt 
for younge r adult us e rs , w h o ofte n try 
to us e  products  w ith out re ading any-
th ing3. Be fore  us ing th e  m obile  ph one , 
16 out of 20 inte rvie w e d s e niors  re ad 
th e  m anual. Th e  oth e r four us e rs  h ad 
got th e ir m obile  ph one s  as  a pre s e nt, 
w ith out an instruction m anual, and h ad 
got pe rsonal instructions  from  a frie nd. 
D iffe re nt purpos e s  for re ading th e  in-
struction m anual e xist, as  pre s e nte d in 
th e  ne xt s e ction.

Purpos e s  for re ading m anuals
Th e  participants  re porte d diffe re nt pur-
pos e s  for re ading th e ir ph one  m anual: 
(i) to be com e  acq uainte d w ith  th e  unfa-
m iliar de vice  (14 out of th e  20 s e niors), 
(ii) to ge t h e lp w ith  a proble m  or a m is -
tak e  (14), (iii) to re m e m be r forgotte n op-
e rations  or functions  (14), and (iv) to 
le arn ne w  functions  in th e ir fre e  tim e  
(7). 

Figure  1. A se nior using a m anual

Table  1. Strategie s becom ing fam iliar w ith  ne w  ph one s depend on use rs’ e xpe rie nce  

and pe rform ance  (n = 20)

Strate gie s

Re ad m anual and practice  it

First try it w ith out h e lp, th e n m anual

Brie fe d by frie nd

Sh op as s istant e xplaine d, th e n m anual

M e ntione d
(n)
9

5

4

2

Com pute r us e
(n)
5

4

2

0

Pe rform ance
(s core )
5 (h igh )

5 (h igh )

3,5 (m e dium )

3 (m e dium )
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To be com e  acq uainte d w ith  an unfam ili-
ar de vice  (Table  1), th e  m ain strate gy is  
to re ad th e  m anual (9 ). Th is  is  done  to 
be com e  fam iliar w ith  h andling th e ir m o-
b ile  ph one  and its  available  functions. 

As  alte rnative s  to re ading th e  m anual, 
participants  trie d to us e  th e  ph one  
w ith out any h e lp (5), w e re  brie fe d by 
frie nds  (4) or got h e lp from  th e  s h op as -
s istant (2). Th e  pre fe rre d strate gy is  cor-
re late d w ith  e xpe rie nce  w ith  com pute rs , 
and pe rform ance  in h andling th e m . Prob-
ably, only e xpe rie nce d s e nior us e rs  re ad 
th e  m anual. Th e  ine xpe rie nce d s e e m  to 
re fus e  th e  m anual be caus e  th e y e xpe ct 
th at th e y would not unde rstand it.

Furth e rm ore , participants  us e  diffe re nt 
strate gie s  w h e n proble m s  or m istak e s  
occur: 13 of th e  participants  try to find 
h ints  in th e  m anual, four try to solve  
th e  proble m  w ith out h e lp, and th re e  as k  
frie nds  or call th e  s e rvice  ce ntre . Som e  
participants  (8) are  us e d to k e e ping th e  
m anual ne ar th e  m obile  ph one . Th e s e  
participants  consult th e  m anual if th e y 
forge t h ow  to de al w ith  a function (Fig-

ure  2). Som e  of th e  participants  tak e  
note s  as  a m e m ory-aid, w h ich  h e lps  
th e m  to re m e m be r. 

D e ficits  of ins truction m anuals
Ne arly all participants  re ad th e  instruc-
tion m anual (16). Th e y us e  it for diffe r-
e nt purpos e s  and w ith  diffe re nt 
strate gie s . But, w h at do th e y th ink  
about th e s e  m anuals? Four of th e  parti-
cipants  are  satisfie d w ith  m anuals , 16 
criticiz e d th e m . As  pre s e nte d in Table  
2, th e re  is  an e vide nt corre lation 
be tw e e n participants ’ satisfaction w ith  
m obile  ph one  m anuals , th e ir com pute r 
e xpe rie nce , and th e ir pe rform ance  in 
h andling th e ir m obile  ph one . Probably, 
only e xpe rie nce d us e rs  are  satisfie d 
w ith  m anuals  w h e re as  le s s  e xpe rie nce d 
us e rs  are  not, be caus e  m anuals  do not 
addre s s  th e ir ne e ds.

Many participants  said th at it is  e xh aust-
ing and tim e -consum ing to unde rstand 
th e  m anuals  of m ultifunctional de vice s. 
Th e y criticiz e d th e  follow ing aspe cts : (i) 
unk nown te ch nical te rm s , s uch  as  W AP, 
m e nu, conne ctivity (9 ), (ii) incom ple te  
and incom pre h e ns ible  e xplanations  of 
w h at to do (9 ), (iii) too m any te ch nical 
de tails  (5), (iv) insufficie nt orie ntation to 

Figure  2. Participant use s m anual to 

rem em be r forgotten ope rations

Table  2: Participants’ satisfaction w ith  m anuals depends on th e ir e xpe rie nce  and 

pe rform ance  (n = 20)

Satis faction

Satisfie d

Unsatisfie d at first, late r satisfie d

Unsatisfie d 

Fre q ue ncy
(n)
4

5

11

Com pute r us e
(n)
4

4

3

Pe rform ance
(s core )

4,8 (ve y h igh )

4,2 (h igh )

2,3 (low)
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us e rs ’ pe rspe ctive  (4), (v) unstructure d, 
be caus e  bas ic and spe cial functions  are  
e xplaine d toge th e r (4), and (vi) long and 
com plicate d s e nte nce s  (3).

As  s e e n above , th e  participants  criti-
ciz e d m any aspe cts. Th e  ne xt s e ction 
provide s  an ins igh t into s e nior us e rs ’ 
ide as  for be tte r m anuals.

Se niors ’ de m ands  for m anuals
Many participants  m e ntione d th e ir de -
m ands  for good m anuals. Th e y m ade  
th e  follow ing state m e nts  for im proving 
th e m : (i) com ple te  and ste p-by-ste p de -
scription on w h at to do for e ve ry bas ic 
function (12), (ii) s h ort introduction for 
novice  us e rs  (6), (iii) picture s  and dia-
gram s  (4), (iv) e xplanation of e ve ry ac-
tion w ith  corre sponding ch ange s  in 
display (4), (v) e xplanation of bas ic and 
spe cial functions  s e parate ly (4), (vi) us e  
of th e  sam e  starting point for all e xplana-
tions  (3), and (vii) e xplanations  of dis -
playe d sym bols  (2).

It is  im portant to note  th at th e  inte rvie w -
e r did not as k  th e  participants  for th e ir 
de m ands  and ide as  on m anuals. Th e  par-
ticipants  m e ntione d all th e s e  state -
m e nts  w ith out be ing as k e d.

D ISCUSSIO N AND  CO NCLUSIO NS

Sum m ariz ing th e  participants ’ state -
m e nts  about instruction m anuals , a com -
ple te  ste p-by-ste p e xplanation of 
re q uire d actions  is  ne e de d. Explana-
tions  of spe cial functions  and te ch nical 
de tails  are  confus ing to th e m . Th e re -
fore , a ch apte r providing an e asy intro-
duction to bas ic functions  is  ne ce s sary. 
Th is  is  in line  w ith  More ll e t al.4, w h o 
found th at s im ple  ste p-by-ste p instruc-
tion facilitate d s e niors ’ s k ill acq uis ition 
be tte r th an e xpande d instructions. 
W h ile  re ading m anuals , m any s e nior 
us e rs  practis e  e ve ry function e xte ns -
ive ly. In doing so, th e y pre fe r tas k -ori-
e nte d de scriptions  augm e nte d by 
fe e dback  from  th e  display.

Th e  participants  sugge st th at picture s  
lik e  com ics , illustrating buttons  th at 
h ave  to be  pus h e d and are  as sociate d 
w ith  ch ange s  in th e  display, m igh t h e lp. 
O goz ale k 5 s ugge sts  th at vide o-bas e d 
training is  a be tte r way to h e lp s e nior 
us e rs  w h ile  practis ing th an w ritte n in-
struction m anuals. Vide o-bas e d training 
offe rs  e nvironm e ntal support for th e  
le arne r by e xplicitly de m onstrating th e  
tas k  s e q ue nce  and visualiz ing actions 6. 
Anoth e r way is  e -le arning as  inte ractive  
training; fe e dback  is  give n to guide  th e  
atte ntion to im portant aspe cts , and to 
support unde rstanding th e  link  be tw e e n 
actions , ch ange s  in display, and aim e d 
functions.

Th e re  s e e m s  to be  a gap be tw e e n th e  
s e nior us e rs ’ ne e ds  and th e  inte ntion of 
th e  m anuals ’ de ve lope rs. Se nior us e rs  
ne e d introductions  to th e  com pone nts  
and tas k  orie ntate d instructions  about 
h ow  to us e  th e m . Manual de ve lope rs  
h ave  to prote ct m anufacture rs  against 
insurance  and law  claim s  and furth e r-
m ore , w rite  from  a te ch nical point of 
vie w . Today’s  m obile  ph one  m anuals  
pre sum e  a lot of us e r’s  pre vious  k now -
le dge  and are  not w ritte n to support in-
e xpe rie nce d us e rs.

Se niors  can h e lp to de fine  bas ic func-
tions  and m ak e  th e  e xplanations  in th e  
m anuals  m ore  unde rstandable 7. Th e  in-
te rvie w  re sults  and th e  participants ’ s ug-
ge stions  s h ould be  inte grate d in th e  
de s ign proce s s , as  done  in th e  re s e arch  
proje ct SENTH A (Eve ryday Te ch nology 
for Se nior H ous e h olds) w h e re  s e niors  
participate d in various  ste ps  of th e  de -
ve lopm e nt proce s s 8.

Th e  aim  of furth e r re s e arch  is  to de ve l-
op and e valuate  de s ign principle s  for 
s e nior frie ndly instructions. Th is  is  done  
to support m anufacture s  to de s ign us -
able  m anuals. Furth e rm ore , re s e arch  is  
inte nde d to give  us e rs  an inte ractive  e -
le arning application w h ich  us e rs  can us e  
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h and-in-h and w ith  m anuals  to e nh ance  
th e ir unde rstanding of th e  de vice . 
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