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Introduction
Effective instructional design begins with analysis rather than content development. Before selecting activities, assessments, or instructional materials, designers must determine whether a performance problem requires instruction, identify the actions that competent performance involves, and understand the characteristics of the intended learners. Needs analysis, task analysis, and learner analysis provide different but complementary forms of evidence that guide these decisions throughout the instructional design process (Morrison et al., 2013). Recent instructional design research continues to emphasize the importance of aligning design decisions with learner needs, learning theories, and instructional goals to create meaningful learning experiences (Abuhassna et al., 2024). Additionally, effective instructional design requires understanding the gap between a learner's current state and the desired performance state so that instruction addresses actual needs rather than assumed deficiencies (Dirksen, 2016).
Although each analysis addresses a distinct question, the findings are interconnected and often require instructional designers to revisit earlier assumptions as new information emerges. Needs analysis helps determine whether instruction is the appropriate solution, task analysis identifies the knowledge and skills required for successful performance, and learner analysis ensures that instruction is tailored to the needs of the target audience. This essay compares the purposes and procedures of needs analysis, task analysis, and learner analysis and applies these concepts to a proposed course on effective communication and de-escalation during virtual behavioral health appointments.
Needs Analysis
A needs analysis establishes the discrepancy between current and desired performance and investigates its underlying causes. It seeks to determine what problem exists, whom it affects, what successful performance would look like, and whether instruction is the appropriate solution (Morrison et al., 2013). A needs analysis therefore considers organizational expectations alongside observed outcomes and helps instructional designers avoid assuming that every performance problem requires training. In a virtual behavioral health setting, patient complaints related to communication, engagement, or perceived lack of support may suggest a need for staff training. However, these issues could also result from technology barriers, scheduling challenges, excessive caseloads, unclear workflows, or limitations associated with virtual care delivery. Teaching clinicians and support staff additional communication techniques would not, by itself, resolve those operational barriers. As Dirksen (2016) noted, an instructional solution is only effective when it addresses the actual cause of the performance gap.
From an instructional design perspective, I would first clarify the desired outcomes with behavioral health leaders, clinicians, and support staff. I would then review available patient satisfaction data, complaint trends, service-recovery records, and relevant telehealth procedures while observing workflows and conducting brief interviews. Next, I would compare observed performance with defined expectations and separate skill deficits from obstacles such as technology limitations, process inefficiencies, or unrealistic workload demands. If evidence indicates that clinicians or support staff do not know how to effectively communicate with or de-escalate distressed patients during virtual encounters, targeted instruction would be justified. If workflow, resource, or technology issues are primarily responsible, operational improvements should precede or accompany training. Dirksen (2016) emphasized the importance of understanding what prevents learners from reaching the desired performance state rather than assuming that additional information alone will close the gap.
Task Analysis
Task analysis determines what a person must know, decide, and do to perform an identified task successfully. Whereas a needs analysis asks whether and why training is needed, a task analysis specifies the performance that instruction should develop. According to Dick, Carey, and Carey (2015), task analysis identifies the knowledge, skills, and subordinate competencies learners must master to achieve the instructional goal. It includes both observable actions and less visible cognitive processes, such as decision-making, judgment, and problem-solving. Breaking a complex task into meaningful components supports the sequencing of learning activities, assessments, and practice opportunities while ensuring that instruction remains aligned with desired performance outcomes (Dirksen, 2016; Morrison et al., 2013).
For the proposed healthcare course, I would interview and observe experienced staff and review approved communication, safety, and documentation procedures. I would map a challenging patient interaction into a sequence of performance tasks and decision points: recognizing early signs of frustration, maintaining a calm and respectful demeanor, listening actively and clarifying concerns, acknowledging the patient’s experience without making unsupported promises, providing appropriate next steps within the employee’s role, seeking assistance when safety or scope-of-practice limitations require escalation, and documenting the interaction according to organizational policy. Subject matter experts (SMEs) would then validate the sequence and identify common novice errors. The resulting task map would guide the development of realistic scenarios, learning activities, and performance-based assessments rather than relying solely on a knowledge-based quiz. By identifying exactly what successful performance looks like, task analysis helps ensure that instruction targets the skills learners must demonstrate in practice rather than simply what they need to know (Dick et al., 2015; Dirksen, 2016; Morrison et al., 2013).
Learner Analysis
Learner analysis examines the intended audience’s prior knowledge, skills, motivations, experiences, and learning context. It differs from task analysis because it focuses not on the ideal procedure but on the actual people expected to perform the task. While task analysis identifies what successful performance requires, learner analysis identifies the characteristics of those who must acquire and demonstrate that performance. Two employees may need to perform the same communication task while requiring different levels of instruction, practice, scaffolding, or feedback. Morrison et al. (2013) emphasized that instructional decisions should be based on an understanding of learner characteristics because these characteristics directly influence instructional strategies, materials, and assessments. Similarly, Dirksen (2016) argued that understanding learners’ existing capabilities, motivations, and barriers is essential to designing experiences that move them toward the intended outcome.
From an instructional design perspective, I would survey and interview a representative sample of behavioral health clinicians, case managers, support staff, and administrative personnel while also consulting supervisors and reviewing aggregate training results where available. Information would be gathered regarding experience with virtual patient interactions, confidence managing emotionally distressed patients, familiarity with de-escalation and escalation procedures, language and accessibility needs, technological proficiency, and time available for training. The findings would inform instructional decisions such as incorporating virtual patient scenarios, branching simulations, short scenario-based learning activities, optional foundational content for newer employees, and more advanced practice opportunities for experienced personnel. I would avoid assuming that job title or years of service accurately indicate competence. Instead, observed performance, learner feedback, and demonstrated skill levels would provide more meaningful information for designing instruction that meets learner needs (Dirksen, 2016; Morrison et al., 2013).
Comparing the Analyses and Determining Sequence
Needs analysis, task analysis, and learner analysis all rely on evidence gathering and stakeholder input; however, each serves a distinct purpose within the instructional design process. A needs analysis identifies and justifies a performance gap while determining whether instruction is the appropriate intervention. A task analysis identifies the knowledge, skills, procedures, and decisions required for successful performance. A learner analysis focuses on the characteristics of the intended audience, including prior knowledge, skills, motivations, and contextual factors that may influence learning (Dick et al., 2015; Morrison et al., 2013). Their central questions can be summarized as follows: Why is improvement needed? What must successful performers know and do? Who are the learners? Although related, these analyses are not interchangeable. A well-defined task does not establish that instruction is necessary, and an accurate learner profile does not identify which performance gap should be addressed.
From an instructional design perspective, a needs analysis should generally be conducted first because it determines whether instruction is warranted before resources are invested in course development. For the proposed course on effective communication and de-escalation during virtual behavioral health appointments, the needs analysis would establish whether the primary challenge is a lack of communication and de-escalation skills or whether external factors such as technology limitations, workflow constraints, or staffing issues are contributing to the problem. Once a genuine instructional need has been identified, task analysis and learner analysis help determine what should be taught and how it should be taught.
However, the instructional design process is not always linear. Information about learners often emerges during a needs assessment, and observations made during a task analysis may reveal organizational barriers or performance constraints that require revisiting earlier assumptions. Morrison et al. (2013) and Dick et al. (2015) both emphasize that instructional design is an iterative process in which findings from one analysis may influence another. Therefore, the most effective sequence is to begin with a needs analysis as the primary decision point, followed by overlapping and continuously refined task and learner analyses as evidence is collected and the instructional solution evolves. This iterative and interconnected approach is consistent with contemporary instructional design research, which emphasizes that effective learning experiences emerge when instructional decisions are aligned with learner characteristics, learning theories, and instructional goals (Abuhassna et al., 2024).
Factors Influencing the Decision to Provide Training
The first factor is identifying the root cause of the performance gap. A measurable difference between expected and actual performance does not automatically indicate a knowledge or skill deficit. According to Dick, Carey, and Carey (2015), instructional designers must first determine whether instruction is the most appropriate solution before investing resources in training. For example, staff may know the appropriate language to use with an upset patient during a virtual behavioral health appointment but lack access to scheduling information needed to resolve the concern. In such cases, an instructional intervention alone would be insufficient because the underlying problem stems from workflow or resource limitations rather than a lack of knowledge or skill. Effective needs analysis therefore requires distinguishing instructional issues from organizational or environmental barriers.
The second factor is learner readiness and context. Learners differ in prior knowledge, communication skills, confidence, motivation, and opportunities to practice. As Dirksen (2016) emphasized, instructional designers must understand who their learners are before determining how instruction should be delivered. Training should also reflect the environment in which the skill will ultimately be performed. In virtual behavioral health settings, staff may need to respond to emotionally distressed patients through telephone or video platforms where visual cues can be limited. As a result, realistic role-play exercises, branching scenarios, and guided practice activities are often more effective than lecture-based instruction alone. Instructional experiences should provide opportunities for practice, feedback, and reflection while allowing learners to make and correct mistakes in a low-risk environment.
The third factor is organizational feasibility and alignment. Instruction should support organizational goals while remaining feasible within available resources. Leaders and stakeholders should identify the desired improvement, establish criteria for success, and determine whether sufficient resources exist to support implementation. Factors such as staffing coverage, available technology, accessibility requirements, scheduling constraints, and facilitator availability can influence training effectiveness. Morrison et al. (2013) noted that instructional solutions should be aligned with organizational objectives and performance expectations. Evaluation strategies should also measure the behaviors or outcomes the training was designed to address. For example, while patient complaint trends may provide useful information, complaint counts alone may not accurately reflect changes in communication skills because they can be influenced by factors unrelated to instruction. As a result, instructional designers should select evaluation measures that align directly with the intended learning outcomes and performance objectives.
Conclusion
Needs analysis, task analysis, and learner analysis work together to prevent instructional design from becoming content development without a clear purpose. A needs analysis determines whether instruction is warranted by identifying the root cause of a performance gap, a task analysis defines the knowledge and skills required for successful performance, and a learner analysis helps designers understand the characteristics, experiences, and needs of the intended audience (Dick et al., 2015; Morrison et al., 2013).
In the context of virtual behavioral health appointments, using all three analyses can help distinguish communication and de-escalation skill gaps from operational, technological, or workflow constraints while producing instruction that is practical, targeted, and measurable. Similar to constructing a building, instructional designers must first understand the problem, then identify what successful performance requires, and finally consider the needs of those who will learn the skill. A defensible instructional design process begins with evidence, allows analyses to inform one another, and evaluates whether learners can successfully apply the intended skills in realistic situations. This integrated approach helps ensure that instruction supports both learner needs and organizational goals while promoting meaningful performance improvement (Abuhassna et al., 2024; Dirksen, 2016; Morrison et al., 2013).
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