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Requirement Elicitation: Common
Pitfalls and Preventive Measures

Common pitfalls and preventive measures to keep in view during the
requirement development phase to ensure delivery of a solution that
meets customer needs and delivers better ROI.
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Executive Summary

The process of requirement elicitation is straight forward. The business analyst interviews the identified
stakeholders, identifies and defines the tasks, and documents the same in detail. Is it all really that simple and
straight forward? Or there is more that goes into this crucial and foremost phase of requirement engineering?

Missing or ambiguous requirements not only lead to delayed projects and budget overruns but also the loss of
business and brand image. This paper aims to present some of the common pitfalls and preventive measures that
can be taken during requirement elicitation.

Introduction

The toughest part in building a software application is not to build it but to decide what to build. This decision is
solely made on the identified and agreed upon requirements. Requirements define the must have, should have and
the nice-to have capabilities (functional) and behaviour (non-functional).

Business analysts are often expected to participate in the process of building applications much before the actual
process starts. Their role begins at the very first level of change/need/opportunity management where the initial
business requirement is identified and defined using various tools and techniques. The quantum and nature of
requirements may be small or large and transformational, the role of business analyst remains ever evolving.

Requirements Engineering

Requirements engineering plays a vital and crucial role in ensuring the overall success of software engineering.
Requirements engineering is a process that involves identifying stakeholder needs and documenting them for
analysis, communication and management of requirements. It can further be decomposed into elicitation,
specification and validation. Most of the times these activities may be considered to be sequential they are rather
iterative with the said activities being visited and revisited multiple times.

Many problems in a system creation can be tracked back to requirement elicitation thus making it an important to
project phase. The same has been proved time and again which has resulted to development of tools and
techniques in order to mitigate the pitfalls as much as possible. There cannot be a fool proof way of covering 100%
requirements but domain knowledge, BA skills in general and requirements management in particular and its
implementation can reduce the gaps to minimum.

1. Requirements Elicitation — Foundation of requirements engineering: Definition: Very often requirement
elicitation is interchangeably used as requirement gathering. Requirements gathering generally is considered
document analysis and a subset of elicitation. Requirement elicitation is the first phase (post pre-planning
sessions) of a software development project. It is in this phase that the business analyst is expected to figure
out what the client wants and the delivery of these wants is generally used to define the success of the
implemented product.

In a practical world, requirements evolve at an uneven pace and tend to generate further requirements from
the earlier definition thus proving to be non-terminating at times. Therefore requirements is iterative in nature
and elicitation non-separable from the subsequent activities.

2. Activities Involved: Requirement elicitation can be further broken down into the activities of fact-finding,
information gathering, and integration. Rzepka further decomposes the elicitation process as follows [Rzepka
89]:

— Identify the relevant stakeholders that shall be the consumer of requirements at any point or in any form.
End users, an interfacing systems, or environmental factors any of these could be the stakeholders in
consideration

— Gather the “wish list” (however ambiguous, incomplete or infeasible) for each stakeholder

— Document and refine the “wish list”. The list includes all important activities and data (typically high level,
domain specific and in user specific terms), and is repeatedly refined till self-consistent
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— Integrate the wish lists across the various stakeholders, ensuring that they all fall within feasibility limits,
consistency is maintained throughout and conflicts, if any are resolved

— Determine the non-functional requirements, such as performance, environment, parameters and reliability
issues and mention these in the requirements document

The resultant from the eliciting phase is a subset of goals from various stakeholders. It is this set that the other
requirements engineering processes consider for validation to verify if this is what actually the sponsor and user
actually intended.

3. Techniques Used: Below are some of the common requirement elicitation techniques

— Requirement Workshops: Involves gathering with previously identified stakeholders in a structured setting
for a defined amount of time in order to elicit, refine, and/or edit requirements

— Document Analysis: In the absence of an SME, the existing documentation help to gather relevant
information

— Brainstorming: Involves multiple stakeholders at the same time and produces various ideas within the set
time frame

— Observation: Also known as Job Shadow, is studying a stakeholder work environment

4. Components of Requirement Elicitation: Requirement elicitation is composed of the following four
components. One has to be mindful of pitfalls from these components

— Domain: This deals with the knowledge of area where the system is applied. E.g., Core Banking
— Issue in consideration: This deals with the exact customer problem that needs to be dealt with

— Business context: Is the interaction of different systems and how they contribute to the resolution of the
overall problem statement

— Stakeholder needs and constraints: Involves identifying various stakeholders, their expectation from the
solution, their exact needs and constraints

Common Pitfalls in Requirement Elicitation

A good requirements elicitation process supports the development of a specification that is clear, complete, correct
and traceable. Lack of any of these requirements quality parameters is due to problems of requirements elicitation
covering:

= Scope: Wherein details of requirements are insufficient or too much information

= Comprehension: Within groups as well as between groups such as users, developers and testers

= Volatility: Frequent changes to requirements
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1. Focus on Solution and Not Requirement: Eliciting techniques can be over ambitious at times and results in
influence of a preconceived solution while eliciting requirements. Very often the business requirement
document (BRD) is seen to include solution requirement sections such as documentation, training etc. How can
you know the solution even before you know what you need? Past solutioning experiences or other business
motives often tend to bias the analysts towards steering the conversation in a particular direction that might
indicate usage/ preference of a particular product over other. This not only hinders the identification of real
business need but also create trust issues with stakeholders.

2. Scope Creep: Requirement elicitation is iterative process. At each iteration it is necessary to consider if the
current version of iteration delivers and fulfils customer needs. This needs to be visited and revisited till the
same meets customer needs. Most of the times this leads to scope creep that further results in delivering much
more than what was initially agreed.

A business analyst is expected to differentiate between must have, should have and nice-to have requirements.
While the must haves and should haves should never be compromised and ideal point of stopping the iterations
is when they further lead only to nice-to have requirements.

3. Lack of Communication of Standard project terminologies: Different business units may have different
terminologies being used in their day to day business. Most of the times this can create ambiguities and more
so gaps between the customer expectations and what is actually delivered. Most of the times one misses to
establish standard terminologies to avoid confusion. Defining all the terminology that will be used by the team,
and making it available in a project glossary, will help prevent this problem and minimize the pitfalls involved
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Figure 2

4. Overwhelming trust on Processes: Requirement elicitation is more of an art rather than being a science. The
standard tools, templates and matrices are to aid. Most of the times, business analysts stick to these visible
standard tools and forget the importance of the invisible soft skills. Requirement elicitation may be looked upon
as an iceberg with merely 20% of it being visible and the rest being invisible. The key to unveil the rest is
experience

5. Missing to know relevant stakeholders: While this may seem to be the easiest and obvious of all but it still
constitutes the biggest mistake of all. Although stakeholder analysis is one of the first activities that a business
analyst is usually expected to complete upon being assigned to a project this is not a one-time exercise.

The same needs to be done across the project timeframe since roles and responsibilities often evolve as the
project progresses. Not knowing the stakeholders, the impact of systems on them and their limitations are sure
call for trouble
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6. Stakeholder knows better approach: Biggest mistake that one can make is assuming that the stakeholders
know what they need and they know it better. Often this thought process serves as a mental block and
prevents the analyst from further asking questions. The result is a compromised project since stakeholder
wants and desires are mistaken to be the required solution.

Thus getting to learn the systems from stakeholders might sometimes prove to be risky given that most of the
times each stakeholder is not aware of the acceptable standards and what really goes into the making.

The best way to avoid the involved pitfall is to approach the stakeholders and keep asking the right questions till
such the problem statement is arrived. Unlearn and re-learn each time you go to a different stakeholder. The
intersection of all the sessions and document analysis shall help to reach at what the customer really needs.

Conclusion

Business requirements describe why the organisation is implementing a system and the business benefits the
organisation hopes to realize. The hardest single part of building a software system is deciding precisely what to
build. No other part of the work so cripples the resulting system if done wrong. No other part is more difficult to
rectify later?.

It requires an iterative and interactive approach to ensure that customer needs are met. A structured requirement
elicitation process ensures keeping the stakeholders involved, accountable and in good rapport with the business
analyst.
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