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1 Inputs

Stakeholder Needs List
Project Overview Document

Business Model

Business Rules Document

System Use Case Model

System Analysis Model

Use Case Documents

Prototype Screens

Non-Functional Requirements Document

Data Dictionary

2 Outputs

Glossary
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3 Overview

All use of words in documents and models is open to ambiguity unless the words used are defined. This is not just about the meaning being unclear which would be bad enough. It is about two people interpreting the same word in different ways and, not only believing that they have it right, but not realising that anyone else is interpreting it in a different way. Comprehensive documents and models can be created and signed off by everyone, but when the system arrives it looks radically different from what some people were expecting. People then scratch their heads and wonder how it could possibly have happened.
Some of the problem is just an unthinking use of language, but particular to business processes and computer systems is the use of words to describe entities that have different meanings in different problem domains. The most difficult to define tend to be nouns that describe complex abstract entities, especially those related to events and transactions. Take, for example, the word ‘order’. Is this a request by a customer to make a purchase; a request by the purchasing department to a supplier; the record of such a request in the computer system; the printed record of the request that is sent to the customer; or to the supplier; or a command given by someone in authority?
All terms that can possibly be interpreted in more than one way must be defined in a glossary, or dictionary, that is available to anyone who reads the document or model. There should only be one glossary per project or system development. It should be started right at the beginning of the project or system development and maintained continuously throughout as documents and models are created and changed. Conflicts in the use of terms should be resolved and all documents and models that are affected by any changes to any term should be updated to reflect the change.

 Index
4 Check Changes for Glossary Entries

Documents and models should be regularly checked to ensure that they are consistent with the glossary. Any term that is not defined should be added, together with a definition. If a term used in the document or model exists in the glossary, then the use of it in the document or model should be consistent with the definition in the glossary. Terms will generally contain one to three words.
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5 Add Glossary Term

Add single words as terms before adding terms that use multiple words. The multiple word terms then build on the definitions of the single terms. Terms of more than three words should be avoided. Use as much text as necessary to ensure that there is only one possible interpretation of the term within the context of the project or system development. However, the minimum number of words should be used in order to improve understanding. Terms used in the definition that also have glossary entries should be shown in bold.
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6 Resolve Conflicting Understandings

Conflicting understandings often result from use of the same word in different contexts. People within the sales department will tend to think of an order as coming from a customer and requiring their own company to supply goods or services. People in the purchasing department will think of an order as something produced by their department that requires a supplier to their own company to provide goods or services. This is easily resolved by defining the noun ‘order’ in a way that satisfies both departments and then adding the terms ‘customer order’ and ‘supplier order’ to resolve the difference between the two.
Conflicting meanings of verbs can be more difficult to handle by definition alone. These can often be resolved by rewriting the sentence that uses them to be more explicit. For example, the sentence ‘the sales assistant enters the customer’ is ambiguous. The sentence ‘the sales assistant enters the customer record into the computer system’ resolves the understanding of the verb ‘enter’.
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7 Update Use of Term

Once the meaning of a term in the glossary has been changed, then all uses of that term in all documents and models should be reviewed and updated if necessary. This can be achieved for documents by using the word search facilities of the document editor. In a model it tends to be more difficult directly to search for words automatically, but, if the model has been created in a sensible manner, then finding all uses of a named model element should be straightforward. If there is more than one model element of the same type in a model then this is an error.
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8 Step Flow Activity Diagram
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