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Documentation ofsome type isvery important- or
absolutely essential-to nearly everyone. Inthis survey,
AT&T documentation was viewed positively, butthe con­
sensus view was thatcompeting companies were doing
somewhat better. Other topics inthispaper include user
perceptions ondocumentation importance and use, prob­
lems caused bylack ofdocumentation, delivery methods
preferred, and usercomments and suggestions.

Introduction
Acorporate task force on documentation was charteredby

Robert E.Allen, AT&T president andchiefoperating officer, to deter­
mine if AT&T's documentation process and related organization and
management systems are operationally effective andefficient. Specifi­
cally, the studyobjective wasto review the origination andpublication
ofalltypesofdocumentation throughout AT&T andmakerecommen­
dations, if any, to improve effectiveness andefficiency.

The first phaseofthe studywasto develop a benchmark to
serveas a point ofreference foralldecisions and recommendations
affecting AT&T documentation. The information gathering and
analysis phaselooked at the following:
- Whatcompeting companies do
- Whatthe expertsthinkaboutdocumentation management and

development/production
- Whatusers thinkaboutAT&T documentation
- The currentdocumentation systeminAT&T

This paperaddressesthe "userviewpoint" compiled from a
questionnaire commissioned by the corporate task force andfrom the
experience ofmembers ofthe study team. Respondents to the ques­
tionnaire wereAT&T employees. They representa combination of
actual "endusers" ofdocumentation (those who use the information to
perform their jobs) and "intermediate users" (those who use the docu­
mentation, but ina less directmanner-e-i.e., as reference to develop a
salesplan or to answer a customer question).
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Study Team Questionnaire Results

The AT&T Documentation Study Teamdevel­
opedandadministered a directmail questionnaire to col­
lect the impressions and opinions ofusers ofdocumenta­
tionand those involved in its management or production.
For the purpose ofthis study, documentation was
defined as anyinformation either supporting or forming
an integral part ofanyAT&T productor service, includ­
ing, but not limited to, literature, installation and mainte­
nance handbooks, datasheets, product selection guides,
customer or salestraining packages, referencemanuals,
software documentation, drawings, catalogs, andcus­
tomeruser guides.

The results ofthis questionnaire are reported for
the total respondent sample with special notegiven for
those respondent subgroups with significant differences.

Methodology and Respondents
The eight-page questionnaire wasconstructed to

collect information from two specific groups:
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documentation users anddocumentation
producers/managers. Section I ofthe survey involved
common demographic questions, Section IIwasdirected
to documentation users, andSection IIIwas directed to
those who both use documentation andare involved in
its production or management. Questionnaire develop­
ment, revision, andfinalization wereperformed by
membersofthe Documentation Study Team.

Eachstudyteammember provided namesfor the
survey sample. All questionnaire respondents were AT&T
employees. Teammembers gavebroadcoverage, geo­
graphically and acrossAT&T entities. The final sample
included a cross section ofdocumentation users and tar­
geted a numberofindividuals involved in the documenta­
tionprocess (planning, management, coordination, devel­
opment, production, distribution, quality control, etc.).

Completed questionnaires from 415 respondents
werereceived, for an overall response rate of25percent.
Individual businessunit response was fairly representa­
tive ofthe questionnaire distribution (Figure 1).
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User Perceptions of Documentation
The questionnaire elicited reponses aboutuser

perceptions on aspectsofdocumentation ranging from
importance to quality.

Documentation Importance. Documentation is con­
sideredvery important or absolutely essential by nearly 90
percentofthose who responded to this questionnaire.
Only 3 percentanswered that documentation is not too
important. The respondents from Network Systems and
Federal Systemstended to answer that documentation is
mostimportant, and the respondents from the Contract
Services Organization, AT&T International, and Cor­
porate Headquarters wereslightly moreapt to saythat
documentation is not as important. The overall results,
which project overwhelming significance to documenta­
tion, mustbe weighed against two possible biases: (1)
people who feel documentation is not important are less
likely to respond to a questionnaire on documentation
and (2) overhalfour respondents are involved with docu­
mentation not only as users, but also as managers,
developers, or producers, and thus havea vestedinterest

in the importance assigned to documentation.
Although wecannotpredict the opinions ofnon­

respondents, wecanhighlight the differences onewould
expectfrom the secondbias. AsFigure 2 indicates,
documentation managers, developers, andproducers
assign a greater importance to documentation thanend
users, but bothgroupsagree that documentation is
important. This reflects a growing industrywide recogni­
tionofthe roledocumentation canplay in marketing/
salesand product differentiation, especially in the
software market.

Among respondents with different primary job
functions, training, installation/maintenance, andsales
personnel weremorelikely to feel that documentation is
absolutely essential. Among the different AT&T organiza­
tions, respondents from General Markets Group, Federal
Systems, Network Systems, and Components andElec­
tronic Systems werethe mostlikely to saydocumenta­
tionis absolutely essential. (Organization names are
those in effect at the timeofthe survey.)

Asdocumentation plays an increasing rolein the
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Figure S. Reasons
documentation is
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marketing ofour products, mostcustomers, likeinternal
AT&T documentation users, let the quality ofthe docu­
mentation influence their opinion ofthe actual product or
service. This relationship contributes to the importance
weplace on product supportdocumentation. In this sur­
vey, only 6 percentofthe respondents saidthe quality of
the documentation never influences whattheythink
aboutAT&T products/services, compared with overhalf
who saiddocumentation often influences whattheythink
aboutAT&T products/services (Figure 3).

To understand which attributes ofproduct/
service documentation are most important, the question­
naireasked respondents to rate the importance of18
specific documentation attributes on a five-point scale

from very important (1) to notimportant (5).
Figure4 plotsthe meansofthe importance rat­

ingsforeachattribute (listed in descending orderof
importance). The meanofevery attribute was at or
above the important rating, with technical accuracy and
easy to understand beingthe mostimportant.

Documentation Use. The questionnaire listed 17
possible uses ofdocumentation (plus anopen-ended
other category) and askedrespondents to checkthe main
reasonsthey used documentation in their jobs. Figure 5
shows the percentage ofrespondents who responded
positively to each reason.

Three reasonsforusingdocumentation were
checkedbyoverhalfofthe respondents:
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Table I. "What Types of Serious Problems?"

Problem
Affects marketing, sales,customerrelations
Causesdelays, wastestime,takes longerto find information
Can'tuse, operate, install, or repairproduct/service
Causesconfusion, don'tunderstand the product/service
Causeserrors andmistakes to be made
Other

Citations
92
57
40
29
16
39

96

- Asreference (78 percent)
- For product/service understanding (65 percent)
- To update knowledge ofa product/service (57 percent).
Five additional reasonswerenotedby 30percentor
moreofthe respondents:
- To trainothers (46 percent)
- For administrative tasks (35 percent)
- For marketing/sales (33 percent)
- For routine operations (30 percent)
- For problem-solving (30 percent).

Problems Caused by Lack of Documentation. The
importance assigned to documentation attributes associ­
atedwith timeliness andavailability seemto imply that
lackofdocumentation causesproblems. Whenasked
directly "How often doeslackofAT&T documentation
causeseriousproblems?" nearly 90percentofthe
respondents answered often or sometimes.

Two-thirds ofallrespondents tooktimeto write
an answer to our open-ended question: ''Whattypesof
seriousproblems, if any, does it cause?" The verbatim
responses canbe categorized intofive broadtypes of
answers as indicated inTableI.

Documentation Delivery Method. Documentation
users overwhelmingly preferpaperdocumentation to
other delivery methods (86 percentoftotal respondents).
On-line documentation wassecond, beingthe preferred
delivery method for 11percentofthe totalrespondent
base,although only 6 percentis delivered on-line.

Familiarity with AT&T Documentation. Over90percent
ofthose who responded to the questionnaire are very
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familiar or somewhat familiar with AT&T documenta­
tion. These resultsdidnotvarysignificantly among
respondents on the basisoftheir primary jobfunction or
theirAT&T organization. The installation/maintenance
subclass appears to be the mostfamiliar with AT&T
documentation (73 percentvery familiar, 27percent
somewhat familiar).

The only other difference in familiarity is
between respondents who are documentation users only
and those also involved with documentation
management!development. Aswould be expected,
documentation managers/developers are slightly more
familiar with documentation than those notdirectly
involved with its creation.

After beingaskedwhatdocumentation theywere
mostfamiliar with, respondents wereasked ''Whatdo
youlike most aboutthis documentation?" Even though
eachanswer wasunique, the responses canbe categor­
izedas inTableII. Responses categorized as content
included such answers as "good informative content,"
"technical content," "very important information about
AT&T," and "instructions on 'how-to'." The exact
responses for the other categories are fairly identical to
the category title.

Only slightly fewer respondents (69 percentvs.
73percent) responded to the question ''What doyoulike
least aboutthis documentation?" Their answers, sum­
marized inTableIII, often centeredaround the same
attributes they notedin the previous question. For
example, 36respondents notedthat theyliked the



completeness and thoroughness ofthe documentation,
and another40saidwhatthey liked leastwasthe lackof
detail and the incompleteness ofthe documents.
Respondents liked documents that were"easyto use,"
and didn'tlikethose that were"hardto use"; they liked
accurate and timely documents and not those that
arrived lateand out ofdate.

Fourfactors among things"liked least"that
werenot mentioned in the "like most" responses were:
1. The volume ofinformation and paperweproduce
2. The documentation update process
3. The documentation orderingand delivery process
4. Cost.
Conversely, the things"liked most" andnot mentioned

Table II. "What Do You Like Most?"

Attribute
Content
Easyto use, easy access, easy to follow, etc.
Completeness, thoroughness,levelofdetail
It's available
Clarity, wellwritten, gets to the point
Wellorganized
Format,size
Accurate and/or timely
Physical appearance-vit looksgood"
Helpsme do myjob,necessaryfor myjob
The index
Nothing
Provides standard information
Other

Citations
46
46
36
33
27
20
18
15
13
11
7
5
4

20

in the "liked least" responses were:
1. Well organized
2. Appearance
3. Necessary for myjob
4. Provides standard information.

AT&T Performance Ratings. Respondents were
askedto rateAT&T product!service documentation on a
five-point scale from Excellent to Poor onthe 18docu­
mentation attributes theyhad ratedin importance. Fig­
ure 6 shows howthese respondents feltAT&T per­
formed on eachattribute.

AT&T's ratingis goodon mostofthe attributes.
It is higheston technical accuracy, attractively produced,
and easy to understand, and it is lowest on immediately
available with product/service, delivered in a timely
manner, and updates available.

User Comments and Suggestions
Respondents wereprovided two opportunities to

makesuggestions andoffer comments onAT&T docu­
mentation andthe documentation management!
development process. Open-ended questions were
posedat the end ofSection II forrespondents who had
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Table III. "What Do You Like Least?"

Attribute Citations
Incomplete, need more detail, examples
Late, not up to date, timeliness
Hard to use, difficult to find information
Format,layout, size,no index
Volume-too much paper,too bulky, too much storagespace
Updates-not oftenenough,hard to file, cumbersome
Notwell written, unclear,wordy
Notaccurate,containerrors
Content
Orderingprocess
Cost
Nothing
Other

40
39
36
33
30
27
23
13
9
8
7
5

17
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Figure 6. AT&T docu­
mentation attribute
ratings. Technically accurate
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completed only that section and at the end ofSection III
for respondents who had completed the entirequestion­
naire.

The comments and suggestions, whenreviewed
in entirety, give a representative overview ofthe general
perceptions ofAT&T documentation and the documenta­
tionprocess. Theycontain a sampling ofgeneral, wide­
ranging recommendations ("make them better") and
specific action items ("distribute a catalog ofallAT&T
documentation"). They include individual complaints
and praisesoforganizations and documents. Theymake
liberal use ofcurrent industry "buzz" words ("make the
documents user-friendly"), and they reflect the genuine
interestrespondents havein improving the AT&T docu­
mentation process.

Summary
The results ofthis questionnaire reflect the opin­

ionsand suggestions of415 internal AT&T documenta­
tionusers, halfofwhom are also involved with documen­
tation management, development, or production. Though
many havevestedinterestsin parts ofthe documentation
process, they also representa vastbodyofknowledge
aboutAT&T documentation. Their experience and
knowledge base is an important resourcefor examining
the strengths andweaknesses ofAT&T documentation
andthe documentation process, and their comments and
suggestions meritclosescrutiny.

The generalconclusions to be drawn from these
survey results include:
- Overall, documentation importance tends to range

from veryimportant to absolutely essential.
- The quality ofdocumentation influences whatpeople

thinkofAT&T products and services.
- The most important attributes ofdocumentation are

technical accuracy andease ofuse.
- Lack ofdocumentation adversely affects salesand cus­

tomerrelations, causesadditional timeand effort to be
expended, and prohibits installation/use/repair of
AT&T products and services.

- On-line documentation is becoming moreandmore
popular, but paperis still the overwhelming first
choice.

- Documentation users likebooksthat are complete,
easyto use, contain the information theyneed,andare
well written; conversely, theydon't likebooksthat
lackdetail/examples, are hard to use, andare wordy
or notwell written.

- An indexor catalog ofallAT&T products and alldocu­
mentation products would be popular.

- AT&T documentation is ratedhigheston technical
accuracy, attractive design, easy-to-understand docu­
ments, well-organized material, andwell-written text.

- AT&T documentation is ratedlowest on delivery attri­
butes: not immediately available with product/
service, not delivered ina timely manner, andunavail­
ableor lateupdates.

- Improvements need to be madein the following areas:
- The overall documentation management!development

system
- The timeliness ofour documentation
- The ordering/stocking/distribution system
- The coordination and communication between cus-

tomers, product developers, anddocumentation
developers.

In the 2years sincethe survey wasperformed,
wehave madesubstantial progresson the problem areas
identified. Specifically, anAT&T-wide Documentation
Board has been createdand now oversees the manage­
mentofthe AT&T documentation process.

Substantial improvements havebeenmadein
our order-entry anddistribution/delivery process, and
the Documentation Board has established anumberof
major initiatives to improve the timeliness ofour docu­
mentation. Recent feedback indicates that these actions
are producing positive results.

(Manuscript received May 1, 1989)
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