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Communications or MisCommunications ?

The papers which you receive at various lectures are intended to present you with associated material for which there is no time during the lecture sessions.

Much of the material will be familiar, or slightly familiar, to you – either through your contact in other Monash Degree Units, or by some comment I have made.

The intention of course is to give you a broader picture of the use of mass data by Businesses, Corporations, Enterprises or whatever term is used to represent commercial users of data.

This paper introduces you and hopefully leads you through some aspects of the capture, storage, retrieval, associations of data as used by and in and amongst large numbers of users – in other words the ‘Business Information Environment’.

There is a problem – It is unfortunate, but true, that many strategic Information Technology projects, despite high skills and best intentions, fail to meet user requirements (do you remember the difficulties with your project in trying to establish what you model was going to produce ?).

Developers say that users don’t know what they want until they see it 

Business users see developers as hopelessly stubborn, sticking to their well based and understood tactical formulae although there have been decades of failure, unawareness of the client’s real needs, delivering solutions too late, with faults (or bugs), overscaled (containing many features, and possibly hardware, which won’t be used) and very expensive.

So is there a common meeting ground ?

Perhaps the main problem is that Business Users and Developers define the purpose of an IT application in different (perhaps very different) ways. Perhaps the words sound the same, but they are interpreted differently by the two groups ?

A software engineer, Tom Gilb (Competitive Engineering, 2003) indicated that about 40% of the ‘average’ project is spent on rework. And a staggering but long established industry estimated indicate that each error costs 10 times a much to fix at each subsequent stages of a development project.

Part (probably the greater part) of the problem is in the way developers are trained, and in the methodologies and tools which they use to create applications.  Computer science and software engineering stem from mathematics, and developers are trained to use these tools to solve programming problems, which means that the ‘program’ is the business solution.

Although this mindset is changing with more enlightened education, there still remains, for many developers, the urge to ‘use software’, or to ‘develop software’ to provide a solution. Business requirements are seen sometimes as an obstacle to their use of software.  (Did you experience this with your project – did you rush off and use Access or Oracle before you were sure what you were going to produce ?).

There is a this strange ‘stand off’ – 

Developers who want clear,  unambiguous requirements and ‘opposing’ this are the business users who demand firm estimates of costs, time and quality.

Perhaps there is need and room for a more acceptable strategy. Perhaps, instead of certainty, developers and the business users need to find common ground so that they can proceed slowly but surely (step by step).

Introducing another discipline, cognitive science provides practical insight into the strong possibility of this being achievable – by changing the perceptions and behaviour of both developers and business users.  There are a few terms I’ll user here – don’t worry if you are unfamiliar with them, but some of them could be known to you.

The terms are

 ‘ethnographic conversation’  - this supports theories and concepts to merge, instead of testing them, and focusses on discovering the reasons why people do the things they do.

‘conceptual blending’ is an offshoot of cognitive science (Turner and Fauconnier) and is based on different ideas of how we think which enables us to break down complexity and reconstruct them.

There is no magic here (nor clever 3D effects either, nor superimposition, or any of the electronic gimmickry we have become used to).

The key to ethnographic conversation is in encouraging people to open up and tell stories.  As you know, a good story will explain a complex set of conditions much more easily and clearly than a precise, but frigid, analytic presentation.

Unpacking, in this way, will help developers understand motivations, relationships and business rules when they are analysing trade-offs, or making decisions.

An effective, open ended question will encourage people to talk collaboratively and in doing so form questions, possibly difficult or though provoking questions.

Have you been involved in what is known as a ‘brain storming’ session ? Have you tried it in your groups ?

Perhaps in later years you will have the opportunity to pose questions such as these to your business associates :

What are the real business opportunities ?

What are the real potential problems ?

Who are the stakeholders ?

What are the appropriate benefits and risks ?

What are the measures of success ?

Why are you so keen on this project ?

The next stage is to involve a representative set of stakeholders in interviews, with the purpose of gathering reaction and response to the questions listed above, and to have both business users and developers involved and present at such meetings. 

There are a number of different techniques for gather impressions, reactions, interest levels and  data – probably confusing at first, but with continues contact, explanation, collaboration and interest, there will emerge consensus (sometimes in the past called ‘the clear picture’).

Invariably different business users will have will have different goals such a ‘cost minimisation’  and ‘ the ability to support new products’.  Both are important, but there could be a lack of sureness cause possibly by there being unawareness of the trade-offs.

Forcing the acceptance of a choice more likely to polarise people than to get them to work collaboratively.

This process will take time – but the end product will be more appropriate and successful.

There is another benefit and that is a jointly developed process, with inputs from many people, will lead to a cohesive ‘bill of requirements’. There will be few, if any, missing or misunderstood requirements.  The links from Business users to the developers, and from the developers to Business people will have been established, and these channels will be available to ensure a healthy, satisfactory and useful application.

This paper is based on an article by Con Kenney who has 20 years of consulting and managerial experience, and Phil Leggiere a professional writer specialising in technology

