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Extended Abstract





It is widely accepted that there are three broad stages in the information systems development lifecycle.  They are: definition, development, and implementation (Wood-Harper et al 1985, p. 6 ).  Most methodologies will use these three categories as a foundation for their work, and indeed some concentrate on only a sub-stage of the categories.  Recently, focus has shifted from the later stages of the system development cycle to the early stage of definition (and in particular requirements gathering).  Primarily, developers are interested in addressing the "problem of how to expand our understanding...of the environments and activities of system use" (Suchman 1995, p. 33).  Without this focus, conventional requirements analysis can lead to several problems.  For example, the system may fail to meet the needs of the business, it may be inflexible, incomplete, and require heavy maintenance (Avison 1985, p. 9).  Additionally,  the introduction of multimedia systems raises many important considerations for developers.  Some of these are:


there are more ways to provide information (increased communication bandwidth),


there is a concern that developers will provide users with unnecessary 'bells and whistles' which may complicate communication between the system and users, and


conventional approaches to requirements gathering (ie. the data base approach) may lack the robustness to include media as information ( and in effect be tied to 'captured' data which in turn relies on prior technology).





The Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) addresses some of these problems by providing "a way of identifying and building relevant purposeful activity models...from which the information requirements...can be richly debated" (Winter et al. 1995,  p. 131).  Central to the methodology is the concept of a served system’s (ie. human, or soft) relationship to  a serving system (ie. computer, or hard), where the human activity system is served information by the computer system (Winter et al. 1995, p. 132).  Therefore, one can argue that unless the human activity is described adequately, the serving information system will not completely satisfy the needs of the user.  The SSM provides adequate tools and models by which a broader based user requirements specification can be obtained.


As part of a programme to apply multimedia technology to conventional information systems, SSM was used to determine systems requirements for a local manufacturing firm. The firm was experiencing difficulties in information dissemination between product designers and the rest of the firm.  It was found that the steps laid out by the SSM not only provided an excellent means by which to define the context in which the current process takes place, but also to define the nature of the information to be disseminated.  Through the SSM analyses, three multimedia systems were identified.  The first system deals with communicating manufacturing and training procedures from product designers to line workers. SSM exposed the importance of visual imagery for both the designer’s and the line worker’s understanding of a product. The second system that was identified dealt with the provision of service information and procedures to service personnel in the field.  The difference here was a need for the conversion of visual information to audio information, and procedural information to cinematic information.  In essence, the SSM clearly defined the differences between the environments in which service personnel and the product designers worked.  The third system will eventually tie all systems together, by facilitating the capture and storage of relevant information created by product designers.  





The use of the Soft Systems Methodology and a brief description of the three multimedia-based systems will be discussed further in the paper.
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