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ABSTRACT

Thearticlepresentsaframeworkforfacilitatingbettercollaborationbetweenclientsanddevelopers
insoftwarerequirementsformulation.Amixofsystemsmethodsfromsoftsystemsmethodology,
criticalsystemsheuristicsandtheworksystemmethodisjustifiedthroughtheprinciplesofcritical
systemspractice.Itisparticularlyrelevantforprojectcontextscharacterizedbydiversityofstakeholder
valuesandsignificantcomplexity.ThecontributionofthearticleforthefieldofInformationSystems
is in theproposalofasystemicframeworkforpromotingorganizational learningaboutsoftware
requirementsformulation.Fromapracticalpointofviewitreducesthecomplexityofusingsystems
thinkinginsoftwaredevelopmentastheselectedmethodsaresimplertousethanthewholesystem
methodologiestowhichtheybelong.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

The annual surveys of the Standish group show that user involvement appears to be one of the
twomostsignificantfactorsthatcontributetoanITproject’ssuccessaccordingtoCarroll(2013).
Theincreasedinterestinthetopicismanifestedinthreerecentsystematicreviewsinthesoftware
engineeringliterature(Abelein&Paech,2015;Bano&Zowghi,2015;Brhel,MethandMaedche,
2015).Theproblemofuserinvolvement/userparticipation(wewillusethesenotionsinterchangeably)
inInformationSystemsDevelopment(ISD)hasbeeninvestigatedinongoingresearchforoverforty
years(Hirschheim&Klein(2012).

Markus&Mao(2004)presentathought-provokingpaperonuserparticipation.Theyprovidea
deepanalysisofthetopicandcallforrichparticipationbyclientsinsoftwareprojectsstating,“that
itisnotthemerefactorquantityofparticipationthatmatters,butalsothequalityofparticipation”
(Markus&Mao,2004:536).Theydescribethatrichparticipationisencouragedbyusinganalysis
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techniques thatareappropriate foruserswithnon-specialist ITknowledge,bychoosinganalysis
techniquesthatcapturesocio-technicalrequirementsinadditiontofunctionalrequirements,andby
usinga“facilitation”approachratherthana“technicalexpert”approachtoparticipation.

AnextensionoftheideasofMarkus&Mao(2004)wasprovidedbyAlter(2009)whocalledfor
“projectcollaboration”ratherthan“userparticipation”.Alterusestheterm“projectcollaboration”to
clarifytheextenttowhichusersshouldbeinvolved,andtheneedforacomprehensiveconsiderationof
allaspectsoftheprojectratherthanjustthetechnicalissues.TheaboverecommendationsofMarcus
&Mao(2004)andAlter(2009)weretheprimarymotivationforthisresearch.

Theissueofclient-developercollaborationinformulationofsoftwarerequirementsbecomes
especiallycomplicatedforprojectscharacterisedwithmultiplestakeholderswithdiverseinterests
andlargerprojectcomplexity.ComplexISDprojectsinvolvenecessaryorganizationallearningto
addresstheircomplexityandtheapplicationofmethodsthatsupportsuchlearning.Thisisanother
motivationforthisresearch.Organizationallearninghasbeenpromotedamongothermethodsalso
throughsystemsthinking.Mora,Gelman,Forgionne,PetkovandCano(2007)analysedthepotentialof
systemsthinkingforISresearchandmotivatethatthesystemsapproachismostlikelytocomplement
thetechnicalanalysisofaproblem.

A prevalent way in which systems thinking has been used in the Information Systems
disciplineisthroughSoftSystemsMethodology(SSM)(seeCheckland,1999).Effortsforlinking
SSM to more formal software requirements elicitation techniques have however been more
difficultinpractice.DespitethestrongISresearchtraditioninSSMandthegrowinginterestin
othersystemsmethodologies,theleveloftheirpracticaluseisrelativelylow.Apossiblereason
istheircomplexityifappliedaswholemethodologies.Thesearchforreducingsuchcomplexity
through using only some techniques or methods from certain systems methodologies was a
furthermotivationforthisresearch.

ThegoalofthisresearchistoextendfurthertheideasofMarkus&Mao(2004)andAlter(2009)
byproposinga systemic framework forenhancingcollaborationbetweenclientsanddevelopers.
Thiscollaborationwill leadtobetterunderstandingofsoftwarerequirementsresultinginamore
appropriatesystemfortheclients.Theframeworkisusingamixofsystemsmethodsfromdifferent
systemsmethodologiestosuitthemultifaceteddimensionsofcomplexISDprojectsandtopromote
organizationallearning.

ThecontributionofthepaperforthefieldofInformationSystemsisintheproposalofasystemic
frameworkforpromotingorganizationallearningaboutsoftwarerequirementsformulation.Froma
practicalpointofview,itreducesthecomplexityofusingsystemsthinkinginsoftwaredevelopment
as the selected methods are simpler to use than the whole system methodologies to which they
belong.Thepaperproceedswithareviewofpastresearchonuserparticipation,anoverviewand
justificationoftheselectedmethodsfromcertainsystemsmethodologies,asummarydescriptionof
theframework,andabriefreportonanapplicationoftheframeworkandconclusion.

ReVIew oF THe LITeRATURe oN USeR PARTICIPATIoN 
IN SoFTwARe DeVeLoPMeNT

Ives&Olson(1984)conductedareviewof22empiricalstudiesontherelationshipbetweenuser
involvementandsystemsuccess.Theywereunabletodemonstratearelationshipbetweenthetwo
whichwasattributedtoseveremethodologicalandmeasurementproblems.Alaterpaperreviewed
23empiricalstudiesonuserparticipationandsystemsuccessbetween1981and1992andfoundthat
43%ofthestudiesreportedpositiveresultsand57%-negative(Lei,1994).HirschheimandNewman
(1991)gosofarastodiscussuserinvolvementandtheanticipatedbenefitsasoneofthe‘myths’of
ISD.TheyarguethattheunderlyingcauseforthisisthattheISDprocessislargelyasocialprocess
whichisusuallyignored.
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