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1
Tasks, Procedures, and Online Help Systems

1.1
Task-orientation is crucial to usable documentation (see, eg, [5], [8], [34], [35], to cite just a few). Task-oriented documentation supports "reading-to-do", which Rubens typifies as the typical behaviour of computer users:


When pressed to discover how something operates, or why they cannot succeed in performing a task, users will actually read. However, they read to perform a task and not simply to acquire knowledge [36, p7, my emphasis].


It follows that such documentation should be organized in a way that supports these tasks, rather than in a way that explains product features. A common sense view of how to do this is to produce step-by-step procedures:


Task-oriented information is a personalized, active-voice form of information that describes step-by-step how the user is to perform certain tasks  [4, p200].

1.2
Although there is a role for reference manuals, many authors characterize the specific function of online help in these terms. For example, Price and Korman, observing that users tend to access help when they are frustrated and in the middle of task, say:


In writing procedures, you are responding to your readers' needs for quick instructions when they get stuck in the middle of their work [34, p242]


while Horton advises authors to: 


Design task-oriented help that focuses on the immediate goals of the user. Help is not to teach users all about the product but to aid the user with small, specific actions [15, p348].

2
Beyond Task-Orientation - Or Just a Broader Definition?

2.1
However, Horton seems to contradict himself when he says (in the same book) that a Help system should also include topics for each:
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concluding that authors should not "ignore any subject the user may ask about" [15, p357]. 

2.2
This raises the issue that, even for online help systems, supporting user tasks may best be done by providing information that is not necessarily procedural.


Feature-oriented documentation tells what the product can do. It typically describes the individual capabilities of the product such as its commands, menus, messages, and so forth... Many users need both types... [C]reative users frequently want to do more than just the procedures documented. They need to use additional options and to combine capabilities in new ways. These users need feature-oriented documents [15, p128].

2.3
A recent article by Weiss argues an extreme variation of this view, suggesting that complex, feature-rich, and customizable software (just like the LBMS software) has "eroded the writer's ability to create task-oriented documentation" [46, p14]. Such software presumes


a resourceful, inventive... user, one who not only wants to turn the ignition key but also look under the hood and tweak the timing [46, p12].


Weiss quotes Alan Kay's idea that "computer literacy" is not simply performing mechanistic tasks on a machine, but is the "computational equivalent of reading and writing" [46, p13] - something that has to be understood, rather than taught as a series of discrete steps [46, p16].

2.4
For Weiss, the result is an increasing tendency to produce "rhetorically neutral", information-rich document databases that users can retrieve and use as they think best - information to support expert, creative use of the software (see also [45], which develops this idea in more detail).

2.5
Reddish responded to Weiss by pointing out that feature richness does not take away the need for clear and concise procedural, task-based documentation for those who need it [35]. However, her article remains focused on novice users, and in the context of LBMS, Weiss's ideas are persuasive. The software is complex and is aimed at "power users" who build other software applications. This suggests creative users who want to understand product capabilities more than follow pre-defined steps. Indeed, Weiss's ideas are, perhaps, not so revolutionary after all: even in 1984, Waite pointed out that:


Product-oriented manuals meet the needs of experienced users for reference information, and task-oriented manuals meet the needs of novice users for tutorial information [43, pWE-38].

2.6
However, maybe this talk of novices and experts is missing the point. How a user goes about performing tasks with tools, whether computerized or not, perhaps depends more on learning styles and personality [10]. Carroll's ideas on minimalism, for example, see procedural information as often inhibiting the successful execution of a task [8, p74]. He, too, sees task orientation as a crucial component. However, as I point out in section 6 of chapter 5, Carroll's focus is on training rather than subsequent use of the software in the real world. But for tasks that are not repetitive or routine, is there really any distinction? Complex and creative tasks require constant learning. The same person might sometimes want to know immediately what to do next (and need to look up procedures), while at other times, he or she might want to study the possibilities and try something new.

2.7
In this respect, the concept of task-orientation cannot be reduced simply to procedural steps that take a user from a start point to an end point. However, this simply reinforces the need for different types of documentation - a suite, perhaps, of concepts, demonstrations, tutorials, and procedures (see chapter 3). The problem is that this ideal view demands resources, and in LBMS the writing team was recently reduced in size.

3
The LBMS Help Systems

3.1
Although the various LBMS help files do contain extensive procedural topics, the main organizational structure is feature-oriented. The mini-contents clusters, for example, (see chapter 5, section 3.2), are organized around a reference topic (eg, Triggers Form) with procedural topics subordinated to them. Access from the software using the f1 key (see chapter 5, section 5.1) takes users to the corresponding reference topic. 

3.2
The procedural topics are also low-level, ie, detailed descriptions that, in the words of Price and Korman, "describe various neat features" rather than "how to use [the] product to accomplish work" [34, p39]. For example, consider the procedural topic in Appendix J (page J3). Interestingly, the design specification that was the basis for drafting this topic includes "user scenarios" that explain likely situations for the use of this tool and why its settings are so disparate. This begs the question of why such concrete information is not included in the help system itself, and why I, as a member of the User Information Team, had to translate these scenarios into more "rhetorically neutral" conceptual and procedural topics. 

3.3
The answer is that LBMS are producing a "one size fits all" type of documentation. Different LBMS customers have different components (see chapter 1), different configurations, and use the product for different tasks in different contexts (eg, multi-user, single user, database design, database re-engineering, and so on). Thus, the information has to be as generic as possible:


If no two users have the same screen, then what should appear in the manual? The answer: objects, menus, and dialog boxes explained directly [46, p14].

4
Customized Documentation for Customizable Software?

4.1
Brockmann, however, rejects this one size fits all style of documentation. For him, technical authors should write for a specific audience.  Thus, the content of a document should contain tasks that "reflect the users structuring of a problem", and be based on "observable user actions" with the actual software. On similar lines, Barker cites the IBM Information Development Guideline in Task-Oriented Information, which 


encourages the information developer to study... the place of the software system in the customer's overall business objectives [3, p70].


This echoes Price and Korman's proposition that they, as technical authors, "empower people by speaking the familiar language of their work and their action" [34, px], and Carroll's ideas on grounding the documentation in a meaningful context [8, pp78-9].

4.2
Seen in these terms, task-orientation is perhaps better described as "business-orientation" with a markedly rhetorical dimension. The art of rhetorical discourse is to identify with your reader's interests or objectives [7, p55]. These ideas are echoed in both Brockmann and Weiss's concepts of "aligning" your documentation with your users learning styles or interests [5, p93], [44, p44] (see also [19], [37], [38], which discuss the rhetorical structure of technical writing). For Barabas, a business-centred approach is intrinsically rhetorical:


successful consulting depends less on your business skills than on your rhetorical skills - on how well you can assess the situation, identify needs, and propose and implement solutions compatible with an organization's goals [2, pMG-141].


Perhaps, then, this is the ultimate in task-oriented documentation - specially commissioned, bespoke documentation tailored for a specific audience. Indeed, this business approach is now central to systems, analysis, and design itself [1, pp30-3], and insofar as LBMS are supporting these types of customer, a possible direction for its sales strategy could be to offer much more customer-specific documentation - bespoke task-guides, say, that incorporate what a company wants to do with the software, and how. 

4.3
This brings us back to the issue of training and the role of the technical author. Whereas Weiss suggests rhetorically neutral document databases, people like Barker and Brockmann seem to suggest business-oriented, customized documents that incorporate a training function. As Barker points out, because the notion of tasks is now more complex - "a web of responsibilities performed by a more integrated employee" [3, p69] - then:


Training, and by extension all instructional and support material for software programs, should guide users towards integrating these larger departmental and organizational needs [3, p71].

4.4
A new theme emerges - one that, in some ways, merely reiterates the points made in chapter 3, section 1 - and that is: computer documentation can exist on continuum from training to reference material; what a company chooses to deliver depends, in part, on its overall business strategies. 

5
A Strategic Approach to User Support

5.1
At LBMS, the main focus of user support is through the human medium (see chapter 3).  Perhaps what we should be asking is not so much whether the documentation is itself task-oriented, but is the company overall geared towards supporting customer needs. This includes interface design, usability testing, and post sales support (ie, the whole user support system). A warning from research undertaken by Compaq is apposite to any software company:


Many companies are reluctant to spend time and money researching customer information needs.
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[42, pp466-7]


It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to assess whether LBMS are, overall, sufficiently customer-oriented. The main point of this chapter is to demonstrate that task-orientation is an issue that goes beyond what is included in the actual documentation. It depends on what's on offer from the company as a whole, and how these different components support each other into an integrated user support system. 

5.2
The implications for technical authors is that there is no prescriptive method of writing documentation. However, a software house that does not support user tasks in some way will surely be disadvantaged. At LBMS, the online help has more of a product orientation, but this complements the human support that the company offers.

6
Summary
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Task-orientation is commonly thought of as being synonymous with procedural steps. For complex software aimed at expert users, however, documents organized around features might be more useful
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Task orientation is about supporting users in their real world tasks with the software. This involves everything from the design of the interface to training and written documentation. In ideal sense, manuals would be customized for the needs of each customer 
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