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Users have goal s when they use software applications.
Their goal isNOT to “ use” the application. Their goal
isto complete an activity or task using the application.

Performance support is defined as providing users what
they need to be successful in completing their activity or

task when they need it — at the point of need. Technical
communicator s can benefit fromincorporating
performance support elements into their work, even if
they are not creating a performance support system.

SUPPORTING USERS?

Users have goals when they use software applications.
Their goal isNOT to “use” the application. Their goal
isto complete an activity or task using the application.
Typically, application support materials developed
focus on using the system. These items contain
information about every command, menu, and field in
the system and explain the “what” of each item.

However, usersrarely try to learn the application.
Rather, they have to complete tasks and they have been
given the application as the tool for getting the task
completed. They do not want to be come experts are
using the application; they want to complete their tasks.

Recent studiesin our field (4; 5) show that users do not
read manuals or use online help systems. The
overwhelming reason for this seemsto be that users do
not find thisinformation useful. They must search
through pages or help topics to find information related
to what they are trying to do, then piece it together to
figure out how to use the system to complete their task.

The field of performance-centered design (PCD) offers
an alternative approach to what we do. Performance-
centered design looks at improving the user’s
performance as they use the system by centering on the
task and not the application. The goal isto deliver the
knowledge or resources to the user in such away asto
improve their performance (7). In the software
industry, this often takes the form of an electronic
performance support system (EPSS) (4).
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EPSSIS....

What, exactly, is EPSS? According to Gery (3), an
electronic performance support system (EPSS) is
software or a software component that improves user
performance by

e  Simplifying the steps required to perform atask
e Providingjust in-time information
e Helping users decide what actions to take

The goal of an EPSS system is to improve user
performance on the system. To do this, it helpsto
understand the Performance Support Continuum (or
Spectrum). According to Raybould,

Support needsto be provided in a
continuum of interventions or “ performance
support structures.” The interventions or
structures range from embedded support in
the tool or software interface (intrinsic
support), to support that is linked to the tool
(extrinsic support) such aswizards, cue
cards, coaches, advisors, and help systems,
to support mechanisms that are entirely
separate from the tool (external support)
such as tutorials, web-based and computer-
based training, peer support, and telephone
hotlines. As the support structure moves
farther away from the tool and requires
more time off-the-job it becomes less
powerful and more expensiveto use. Asthe
support moves closer to the tool and to the
actual work itself, it becomes more powerful
and less expensive in terms of lost time on-
the-job. (3)

This concept isillustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The Performance Support Spectrum
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EPSS is not online help

EPSSis not online help (although, as shown in Figure
1, online help is one element of a performance support
system). Even though both are associated with the tool
or application, there are fundamental differencesin
intent and content. Table 1, from Gery (3),
summarizes these differences.

Table 1: Differences between EPSS and online

help
EPSS Online Help
Support a broad range of tasks, Typically support only related

whether or not softwareisinvolved. | tasksand are usually confined
to software rather than job task

support.

Provide information, task Provide passive information
structuring, interactive, only.

conditionally branched advice,
examples, and interactive training.

Internally cross-referenced
information or knowledge, whichis
also linked to other structures.

May or may not be internally
cross-referenced. Typically
content-sensitive to software
applications and not linked to
other resources.

Can support complex, interrelated
tasks with conditional branching.

Usually provide limited
descriptions or procedures and,
sometimes, examples. Rarely
deal in combined procedures or
complex tasks.

Provide multiple means of access
and alternate views of the content.

Typically accessed via
structured menus (topic
listings, alphabetical listings,
commands, and so forth).

May accept user input or data. Do not accept user input or

data except as menu choices.

Could contain customized
views of the information, but
rarely do.

Can contain customized views of
the information or support.

EPSS is not training

EPSS s not training (although Figure 1 shows that
training can be considered one element of a
performance support system). According to Brown (1),
training can be defined as a preplanned, goal-oriented
approach to teaching people. Its goal isto help people
acquire skills and knowledge PRIOR to job
performance. The goa of an EPSS systemisto
improve the user’s performance on a system as they
use the system. According to Gery, “...the primary
differences lie in the organization of the information
and support for the learner, the degree to which
learners can structure their own learning experience,
and the availahility of the support in an on-the-job
context” (3).

EPSS is not always the right approach

Of course, an EPSS system is not always the right
approach to take. According to Brown (1), an EPSS
system makes sense when the following conditions are
present:

e Aninformation or technology explosion exists
(users need to remain current)
Experts are not available on-site.
Expectations for performers are high
User learning styles are suitable for EPSS
(especially those who prefer a self-directed
learning approach)

e Sufficient lead time exists to develop the system.

Most companies do not implement a full-scale
performance support system for their tool or
application. Many organizations are not even aware
that they have this option. Others cannot justify the
expense behind devel oping such a system.

Still, there are many examples of EPSS systems
available today. Products developed by Intuit
(Quicken, TurboTax) are often cited as examples of
what can be dome to support user performance.

Marion (6) compiled alist of award winning systemsin
this case study. More information can also be found on
the EPSSInfo website (http://www.epssinfo.com).

USING EPSS CONCEPTS

Even if you will never develop an EPSS you can (and
should) incorporate concepts from EPSSinto your
work. This section looks at two concwepts that are
easily adapted to traditional technical writing.

Understanding What Users Need

Users have many questions and concerns as they work
through the tasks of their day. Using atool or
application further amplifiesthis. To understand what
users need, you need to understand their concerns.
Gery (3) identified these concerns, which include such
things as

Why do this?

What isit?

What'siit related to?
Howdol doit?

How or why did this happen?
Show me an example
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According to Gery (3), an EPSS anticipates these
guestions and is able to respond at the point of need
with the information a user needs. The responses for
the above questions would include:

Why do this? Explanation
Example and
consequences
Definitions
[lustrations
Descriptions
Available links
Procedure
I nteractive advisor
Structured paths
(flowcharts, step
charts, job aids)
Demonstration

What isit?

What's it related to?
How do | doit?

How or why did this Explanation

happen? Example or
demonstration

Show me an example.  Examples

Many of these items are included in online help
systems. However, the information is often buried in
the system, making is difficult for usersto find the
information. What would happen if you designed a
help system that made this information available as
soon as the user indicated a need for it?

Knowledge Representation

The other aspect to consider is how this knowledge is
best presented to users. In the EPSS world, knowledge
istypically broken down into information types based
on the Information Mapping® method, which are
summarized in Table 2 (3).

Table 2. Information Types

Knowledge representation describes how each
information type is presented to the user at the point of
need. Table 3 summarizesthisfor an EPSS system (1).

Table 3. Representing Knowledge in an EPSS.

Knowledge Example of EPSS Repr esentation

Concepts Pop-up window or hypertext link to concept

Facts Pop-up window containing the fact

Principles Pop-up window of principle with application to
job task

Structures Graphic diagram with hypertext links to
additional information

Procedures Interactive procedurein text, video, or graphic
format

Classification Pop-up window of comparison or advisor for
recommended path

Processes Interactive or static representation of processin
text, video, or graphic format

Concept A group of items which share a unique
combination of critical attributes and can be
referred to by the same generic name.

Fact A statement that can be asserted without
supporting evidence.

A statement which tells the reader what
should or should not be done or what seems to
be truein light of the evidence.

Principle

Structure A physical object which can be divided into

parts and has boundaries.

Procedure A set of steps performed by one person to

obtain a specified outcome.

Classification A sorting of itemsinto categories based on a

sorting attribute.

Process A series of events or phases which take place
over time and have an identifiable purpose or

result.

Think about your online help system. How do you
organize each type of information? In many help
systems, there is no distinction between information
types. Users must read through long topics (or many
unorganized shorter topics) to find the type of
information they need.

Is there a better way you could present the types of
information so users can easily find what they need?

USING THESE CONCEPTS EVEN
WHEN YOU DO NOT DO EPSS

Even if you are not developing an EPSS, you can till
apply EPSS concepts to what you do. Y ou will need to
change the focus of your documentation from the tool
or application to the tasks the user needs to complete
(with the tool or application). You will also need to
think about the types of information you provide and
how you can best deliver the information based on
what your company Supports.

The following five-step process should provide a
framework for incorporating these concepts into your
development.

Step 1: Determine what you can and
cannot do.

Thisfalls under the heading of “know your
deliverables.” If your company only understands
online help, then that is what you are able to provide.
Fine. Accept this and use the concepts from EPSSto
help improve what you provide.
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Step 2: Understand what your users
are trying to do (the goal).

By this, | mean understand the business your users are
in and the task they need to complete. Who are they?
Where did they go to school? What classes did they
take? What is expected of them at their jobs? What do
they do in atypical day? What can you assume they
know about the business? About their job? About
computers or technology?

In addition, spend time learning about their businesses.
What drives their bottom line? How does your tool or
application fit into their overall business model? What
changes are happening in their business that would
impact how they do business?

Answering these questions will help you develop a
picture of what your users face each day. It will also
help you understand how your company’ stool or
application fitsinto their business model. Thiswill
help you determine what information your users really
need to have (and when they need to have it).

Step 3: Understand how the users do
their work (the workflow).

In addition to understanding your users and their
business, you must understand the tasks your users are
trying to complete with the tool or application you are
documenting.

Y ou must also know how they go about completing this
task. Do they use the application exclusively? Do they
need to gather information from other sources first?
How often do they need to complete the task?

If you can, visit your users at their office or place of
business. Watch them do their work. Ask them about
how they do the task, what information they need, what
guestions they have at each step in the process, etc.
Thiswill help you get arealistic view of how your
users use the application.

If you cannot get to your users, talk with people who do
(for example, your customer support area or your sales
representatives). If possible, listen in on the phone
callsthat come in to customer support. Y ou might be
surprised at the questions that are being asked.

Step 4: Determine the knowledge
needed at each step in the workflow
for them to be successful.

Based on your work in step 3, create atable with two
columns. Inthefirst column, list the stepsin each task
the user will complete. Then, in the second column,
for each step, list the knowledge or resources the user

will need to be successful at completing the step. This
may or may not include information specific to the tool
or application.

Tip: Review thisinformation with your project team.
They will benefit from this type of analysis, especially
if they have never considered this perspective in past
tool or application development projects.

Step 5: Determine the best method you
have available to deliver the
knowledge.

Extend your table from step 4 by adding columns for
each method you have available. Then, for each piece
of knowledge, identify which method or methods you
will use to deliver thisinformation.

When you are finished, you will have awritten plan for
supporting your users through the tasks they will
complete with your company’s tool or application.
This document will help you determine what you will
include in your online help system (or any other
deliverable you create). 1t will also help you structure
the information so that users are more likely to find
what they need.

This process may also start you (and your company)
thinking about other ways you can support your user.
For example, if you were to move some of the
information from online help directly into the interface,
how would thisimprove user performance? How
difficult would this be from a development
perspective?

Exploring these options may help you provide
additional methods for delivering information, improve
user performance, and have a direct impact on your
company’s bottom line (as sales increase and support
costs decrease).
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