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INTRODUCTION
In today’s hectic world, we tend to look for an immediate “solution.”  Rapid Application Development (RAD) and Computer Assisted Systems Engineering (CASE) tools certainly play an important role in systems analysis, but impatient users and bottom line pressures often push formal systems analysis techniques aside.  However, we can not, for the sake of an "immediate" solution, ignore important facets of systems analysis, such as quality and impact on other processes and areas.

Systems analysis is defined as looking at a process with an eye towards understanding and improvement.  This requires interviewing users and management to gather insight of the process and discern how it fits into the organization's mission and operational needs.  After this comes re-engineering and change.  And all the while customers want to be involved with alternatives and decisions.

One definition of quality is "meeting" or "exceeding" user expectations.  In order for a systems analysis to be successful, it must therefore involve the user.  This article describes the use of "checklist" questioning techniques during interviews to create opportunity for re-engineering, as well as endorses user and management solutions.  It recognizes that a solution is often easily offered simply by asking, “what do you recommend.”  It can be an “immediate solution.”

THE PROBLEM
A lack of a systems approach by staff - such as that of a broad perspective or understanding of the user need - is a major concern of many managers today.  Staff may not always comprehend the unique area of concern, and the environment in which the process resides.  A “put out the fire” solution may offer an immediate improvement, however, it does not consider the overall strategy of the department, division or organization.  Staff, under pressure for a "solution" within a timeline and budget can emerge from a trouble-shooting effort with recommendations that do not address what is  causing the “fire.”

Why, What, Where, Who, When and How
There can be a quick and effective questioning tool applied in several environments --specifically in an information system process.  It consists of a series of six age-old questions.  When interviewing and trying to understand an existing process or problem, the following questions should be asked -- regardless of the order. Using a checklist approach, one can elicit comments and insights from users simply by asking:


Why?

Why do we need this application/process/procedure?

Why do we need this method?  Why is this a problem?


What?

What need does this application/step satisfy?


Where?

Where is this application utilized?


Who?

Who uses this application?


When?

When is it done?  When does it have to be done?


How?

How is it accomplished?

Getting the answers to the why, what, where, who, when and how ( WWWWWH or 5WH ) -- and documenting the answers with flowcharts and narratives clarifies the process being studied.  Each question presents a different focus on the process because it requires the responder to further clarify the system in another way.

Eliminate, Combine, Change and Simplify
Once a process is understood and defined, another series of questions can assist the analyst - often in conjunction with the person interviewed - in determining if the system and process steps are really necessary in their current state.  This is done by looking at each component of the narrative and flowchart with the 5WH questions and asking:


Eliminate
Can this node, process or need be eliminated?


Change

Can this node, process or need be changed?


Combine
Can this node,  process or need be combined


Simplify
Can this node, process or need be simplified?

What do you Recommend?
Asking for a recommendation turns out to be a very powerful and insightful question.  Often the answers are in front of us -- just ask those closest to the process.  For some strange reason systems analysts frequently believe "they" are expected to solve the problem.  This conception is far from the truth.  They are expected to find a solution.  By asking users and those ultimately responsible for the process for their thoughts and recommendations, we are able to compile a list of alternatives.  They have now been included in the solution process by having their ideas solicited and considered.  Therefore, if the users ideas are accepted, the user has accountability.

Data Gathering Techniques
In putting together a clear understanding of the problem or need, specific data gathering techniques can assist the analyst by complementing the questioning techniques:


Interviews:
Interviewing all persons associated with the system and

asking the above questions will assist in seeing the problem or need from a variety of perspectives.  It allows the opportunity to ask, "What do you recommend?"

Observation:
Observing a process in the users own environment, or getting a demonstration 

of the process or problem, combined with asking the aforementioned questions,

 provides insights to define the need or problem.  Visit the user area and

 experience what the user sees and feels.


"Walk in the 
Sometimes it is possible for the analyst to perform the function.  This will give a

users shoes”: 
sense of user experiences.


Surveys:
Surveys can reveal problems, needs and opportunities not discovered with other 


techniques.  A person completing a brief survey (less than five minutes) may 


disclose problems, issues, processes, or solutions not seen through other data 


gathering techniques.


Formal 
Many times formal reports and user documentation reveal needs or problems.


Reports:
This requires the writer to understand the problem - before they can write about 


it.


Professional 
Articles on subject areas provides others’ positions.  Diverse opinions

Journals:
offer new insights.

Peer Groups:
Attending professional peer group meetings can provide one-on-one roundtable dialogue, and perspectives to a problem or need.


Committees:
Following a structured meeting process using recorders, leaders, timers and

facilitators can make for effective meetings.  Tools such as brainstorming,

nominal group technique, affinity diagrams, Delphi method, weighed voting,

and multivoting can provide committee and team consensus and priority setting,

as well as the power of group solutions

Data gathering techniques provide the opportunity to continually ask questions until the system or problem is defined from all perspectives - users, management and others impacted.  And, with each technique ask, "what do you recommend?"

Promote Interaction and Dialogue
The question technique promotes user and staff interaction and dialogue.  Since the person asking the questions, and the person answering the questions are needed in this approach, there develops with this question technique a better understanding of the process by both parties.  Dialogue and interaction are certainly necessary in a systems analysis approach.

The Three Stages of Systems Analysis Questions

	I. During Interviews
	· II. After Understanding
	III. With the User and Manager …

	ask …
	· ask …
	ask

	· Why?

· What?

· Where?

· Who?

· When?

· How?


	· Eliminate?


· Combine?


· Simplify


· Change?
	· What do You Recommend?



	to understand the process
	to seek alternatives for solutions
	to have those closest and accountable take responsibility (and often solve the problem)   


Case Study I
Why, What, Where, Who, When and How
The Chief of a hospital emergency department believes the registration staff is collecting inaccurate patient data.  He makes this accusation because he once saw a registration form with a missing diagnosis.  In addition, the Chief observes emergency patients waiting over ten minutes to register - and being delayed from getting into the clinical process.  The 5WH can be used to help define and resolve the situation.

The first step is to define the present system.  By interviewing the registration clerks, manager, and administrator, and observing the physical layout of the environment, one can develop an understanding of the current process, such as methods of registration, accurate registration, etc.

· Asking, "Why do patients have to register here?" will document the need.  Asking why is each question necessary may determine where the answers are to be used.

· The question "What is happening?" documents the method of registration.

· Asking, "Where it is happening?" allows one to define and understand the physical area and its limitations. 

· Asking, "Who is doing it?" documents the staff doing the registration. 

· Asking, "When the process occurs?" documents that the patient is put on a waiting list, and then assigned to the next available registrar.

· Asking, "How the registration process is done?" documents the registration method such as what data the patient provides directly, what is asked, and how it gets into the system.

Documentation of the above will include data flow diagrams and flow charts showing the present registration process including times to register, questions asked of the patient, and the places of registration.  The draft document can be reviewed with those interviewed to elicit feedback and clarification.

Eliminate, Change, Combine, and Simplify
The next step is to look at the narratives and flowcharts:

Can a step be eliminated?  Is it really necessary for the patient to go on a list?  Can pre-registration patients report directly to the clinical area?  Can the patient be been seen by a nurse or physician immediately?  Can the list be eliminated and patients assigned to a registrar?  All questions are designed to determine if this step can be eliminated.

Can something be changed?  Rather than a list can there be a window for non-emergency patients, such as patients having only a blood test?

Can something be combined?  Can the receptionist who maintains the list also triage the patient?  Can patients be pre-registered and report directly to the ancillary service?

Can the process be simplified?  Can the computer ask the questions more clearly, rather than having the registrar learn esoteric and frequently changing questions?  Do we need all these questions?

“What do you Recommend?”
As the interview takes place, a clerk who has been asked for an opinion and recommendation may respond with, “I see the same patient all the time.  We know who they are.  Why not let them register over the Internet from home?  This way they can confirm all answers without seemly being hurried - as well as the frustration of waiting in line.”

A nurse might recommend expansion of this answer, “after they register on the Internet, let me see it.  Maybe I can e-mail them a method of treatment so they do not even have to come to the emergency department.”

A physician might offer an additional recommendation.  “Let the patients sit at the computer themselves and enter their history and problem.  This would be less hectic for some patients and provide more accurate data for me to review prior to seeing them.  I can also focus on specific questions and feel better they have not forgotten to tell me something important about their history or problem.”

Case Study II

Case Study II comes from a perspective that healthcare organizations can learn much from other industries.

A small, growing, import/export corporation, with an inventory of 10,000 different items, needed to expand the role of decision making to the middle management level.  The key to the company's success was predicated on timely and appropriate purchase of product.

The company’s conversion from manual to automated processing had focused on data storage relative to individual departments.  However, the cross referencing and analysis of data badly needed for corporate wide decision making was unavailable.  Thus, decision making relative to product purchase was still intuitive based primarily on the personal experience of executive managers.  If the company was to grow, middle managers would have to be brought into the decision making process.  Middle managers, however, were department heads whose expertise was department based. They had minimal experience in the analysis and synthesis of data for corporate wide operational decisions. Executive management knew what was needed were corporate wide integrated reports, but not how to effect a solution. 

Their first step was getting executive and middle managers (the users) involved in an open dialogue with a systems analyst.  The users and the analyst became partners in a re-education program in which the systems analyst challenged the users to think beyond automated processes to the end needs of the company.  The analyst then detailed the myriad ways in which individual department stored data could be integrated and used corporate wide.  With this information users were challenged to re-focus their thinking from specific department lines to global corporate wide decision making utilizing synthesized department data.

The systems analyst took on the role of educator.  The opportunity to look at the system beyond its ability to collect data opened up the realm of possibilities for the users, documented the way in which data could be manipulated to furnish the information needed for decision making and provided the users with the insight they needed to make technology a partner. They could now engage in a discussion based on the company need.  They were ready to engage the 5WH.

· Asking “What decisions do you need to make?” documented the way in which data could be manipulated to provide the reports needed for corporate wide decision making.  It focused thinking on what aspects of data collection were essential to the decision making process. 

· Asking “Why are these decisions mission critical?” refocused thinking from individual departments to corporate wide analysis.

· Asking  “Who will be involved in the decision making process?” documents which middle managers must receive mission critical reports.

· Asking “When will the information be needed?” documents report generation that will occur in a timely manner.

· Asking “How the information should be presented” documents the format in which the reports were to be generated.

The analyst brought everybody together in a room and immediately they were engaged in a chaotic and unstructured manner of “what do you want.”  The analyst turned the discussion to reality by asking them to re-focus on “what do you need”.  This resulted in brainstorming solutions.  They were now thinking of product in terms of top ten, fastest moving, backed orders, dead orders - all came to the forefront in terms of what they really did need.  The reports could then focus on movement and purchase of product.

The lesson from this case study is that the analyst provided questions for the users - not the solutions.  The questions forced the solution.  The solutions came as the result of the analyst challenging the users with 5WH; asking them what data reports can be combined, eliminated, simplified, and changed; and what report recommendations did they have to solve the movement and purchase of product.

Conclusion


The asking of why, what, where, who, when and how provides the user with a basis to define a problem and system. By questioning whether the step or process can be eliminated, combined, changed or simplified, further defines a system, and can lead to a re-engineering solution.  The "what do you recommend?" question recognizes those closest to a process often have the solution.  These questions are invaluable for both the person asking the questions and the person answering to better understand a system or problem, and to determine options and solutions.  Data gathering techniques are tools designed to support the questioning techniques.

"Why, what, where, who, when, how, eliminate, combine, simplify  and change, what do you recommend" may not always result in a drastic and innovative solution, but they certainly recognize solutions that are often there simply by "asking".

So, “What do you recommend?”
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