
Understanding the Excel Help System
Along with Office 2007 came a new type of Help system. The new Help system (officially known 
as the Help Viewer) is also part of Office 2010.

One component of the Office Help system is its Supertip feature. When you hover your mouse 
over a command on the Ribbon, you see a pop-up description of what that command does. 
Figure 1 shows an example of a Supertip.

Figure 1  A pop-up Supertip describes each Ribbon command.

But the real Help content is found in the Help Viewer window. The following notes help familiar-
ize you with the Excel Help system:

 The Excel Help system has a single entry point. To display Excel Help, press F1 or click the 
round question mark icon below the Excel title bar.

 The Help content resides in two places: on your hard drive and on a Microsoft Web server. 
The lower right corner of the Help window displays the status in a button: either Offline 
(shows content only from your computer) or Connected to Office.com (shows content 
from the Web). You can change the status by clicking the button and making your choice. 
In some cases, using the Online option gives you more up-to-date information.

 Connecting to Office.com displays additional content that’s not available when you 
choose the Offline option. Specifically, you can search for templates or training materials, 
and also access information for developers. Figure 2 shows the option in the drop-
down Search button list.
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Figure 2:  Specifying where to search for help.

 When you’re connected to Office.com, you can identify the URL for the Help topic and send 
it to someone else. To do so, right-click the current Help topic and choose Properties. The 
Properties dialog box displays the URL of the Help topic. Select the URL text with your 
mouse and press Ctrl+C to copy it. The URL can be opened with any Web browser.

 It took me a long time to figure this one out: You can determine which buttons appear on 
the toolbar in the Help window. Click the tiny icon on the right side of the toolbar and 
select Add or Remove buttons. You see the list shown in Figure 3. Items with a check-
mark are displayed in the Help window toolbar.

Figure 3:  Configuring the Help window toolbar.
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 When a Help topic is displayed, you can copy some or all of the text. Just highlight the 
text, and press Ctrl+C. Or, right-click and choose Copy.

 Context-sensitive help is spotty. For example, if an Excel dialog box is displayed, pressing 
F1 (or clicking the question mark icon on the dialog box title bar) displays the Help win-
dow. In some cases, the Help information relates to what you’re doing. In other cases, 
you’re presented with the opening screen of the Excel Help system. In the latter case, you 
can use the Search box to find the information that should have been displayed for you 
automatically.

 You have no way to display the Office Help window if an Office application is not running. 
In versions prior to Office 2007, you could double-click a *.CHM help file, and the help 
file would be displayed. That’s no longer possible in Office 2007 or Office 2010 because 
of the new Help system technology that’s used.
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