A Definition of Task Orientation
This paper uses the term task orientation to indicate the writer’s purpose. The following definition expresses how task orientation helps articulate this purpose

Task Orientation:  A design strategy for software documentation that attempts to increase user knowledge and application of a program by integrating the software with the user’s work environment.

This definition embodies a number of premises that underlie the approach in this paper.  For example, it suggests a user-driven strategy—meaning that the form, language, and organization of the software manual should depend on the user’s job needs.  The approach contrasts with a very similar market-driven approach that suggests that the software manual should meet the needs of the software buying market.  Much of the current debate on whether marketing information has a place in manuals stems from this market-driven approach.  A user-driven approach differs, however, because you look to the user’s job-related needs rather than the user’s software buying needs.

This definition also suggests that the task-orientation approach contrasts with the template approach.  This approach provides templates or masters of documents that the writer can follow.  These masters provide easy, almost “cookie-cutter” models for user’s guides and other document types.  Document Wizards in some desktop publishing programs embody the template approach.  But as anyone who has used these template wizards knows, they often hit wide of the mark of genuine usability.  While the template approach can lead to greater uniformity of documents within a company, it does not lead to adapting the manual to the user’s individual needs.  It does little to relate the software program to the job the user has to do.

When confronted with a new piece of software, most users have one question to ask:  “How will this program help me in my job?”  An informed answer to that question, one that points out exactly the greater job efficiency or the savings in time, or the greater accuracy of production, can provide just the motivation a new user needs.  Those who reject a software program often do so with a parallel observation:  “This program did not help me in my job.”  Often the complain gets worse:  This program slowed my production time down,” or “This program alienates my employees and makes them feel like subordinates to a machine.”  But when a user sees that learning and using a program can increase job efficiency, most will take the time to read the manual and learn the program.  Clearly, the manual that encourages this kind of integration with job goals will also increase job efficiency.

The Theory behind Task Orientation

While the idea that software should help people do meaningful work may seem obvious, it is nonetheless helpful to explore the theory behind the approach.  Exploring the theory may help you understand the principles that can guide your design of manuals and online help, and provide the foundation for techniques you find later in this document.

The Computer-Mediated User

It can be observed that computers not only do work for us, they also record information about that work.  For example, when the checker at the grocery store scans your purchases with a laser beam, more gets recorded than just the price and description of the ite4m.  The computer that reads the Universal Product Code also records the frequency of sales and deducts the item from inventory stocks.  It does the job and keeps track of the job at the same time.  The same is true for, say, stock broking.  The computer brings information about stock and bond prices, but also records the broker’s sales figures, client list, and other information that allows for advance planning and tracking of sales progress.  This extra information complicates the task and—in subtle ways—the person’s relationship with the computer and the job. 
