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A Tutorial on Describing Use-cases

It is recommended that the Alistair Cockburn technique for writing use-cases is adopted [Writing Effective Use-case,  A.Cockburn, Addison-Wesley, 2001, ISBN 0-201-70225-8.].  Cockburn is a recognised expert in the field of use-case documentation.  He has written widely and many organisations adopt his various techniques.

Text-based Descriptions

It is recommended that, in the first instance, use-cases are explained using simple text descriptions based upon an agreed tabular template.  The template shown in Table 1 is taken from Cockburn [Cockburn, 01, Table 11.1] and is based upon his ‘Fully Dressed’ format.  Each use-case should have its own description.

Table 1  Fully-dressed use-case description tabular template.

	Use-case Title:
	

	Use-case Local ID:
	

	Brief Description:
	

	Level:
	Sub-function

	Actors:
	Primary:


	
	Secondary:

	Stakeholders & Interest:
	Stakeholder:

	
	Interest:

	Preconditions:
	

	Minimal Guarantees:
	

	Success Guarantees:
	

	Triggers:
	

	Basic Flow of Events:
	

	Alternative Flows:
	

	Postconditions:
	

	Exception Handling:
	

	Extensions Points:
	

	Notes:
	


The accompanying description should include:

· Use-case Title – the unique title for the use-case.  This should identify the goal as a short active verb phrase;

· Use-case Local ID – the unique identifier for the use-case in the set of use-cases under development.  This identifier does not have to be globally unique.

· Brief Description – this should provide a concise description of the use-case including its context and scope (the black-box range of the system being described);

· Level – the level of abstraction of the use-case description using the vocabulary ‘Summary’, ‘Primary Task’ and ‘Subfunction’;

· Actors – identification of the role names of ‘Primary’ and ‘Secondary’ actors (this could be users or software systems themselves e.g. operating system).  There should only be one primary actor but there can be more than one secondary actors;

· Stakeholders & Interest – the name of the stakeholder and the primary interest of the stakeholder in the goal described by the use-case.  There may be more than one stakeholder;

· Preconditions – the state of the ‘system world’ before the use-case can be activated;

· Minimal Guarantees – the stakeholder interests as protected under ALL exits;

· Success Guarantees – the stakeholder interests as satisfied on a successful ending;

· Triggers – the action upon the system that starts the use-case e.g. the menu item selected;

· Basic Flow of Events – the sequence of events from trigger to goal that are undertaken as the realisation of the use-case;

· Alternative Flows – alternative sequences of flows from trigger to goal that can be undertaken instead of the basic low.  These alternatives, there may be more than one, may be due to intermediate conditions encountered during the use-case e.g. some known error conditions; 

· Postconditions – the state of the ‘system world’ once the use-case has been completed;

· Exception Handling – the handling sequence required to support known or unknown exception conditions e.g. such as errors in data integrity;

· Extension Points – the sequence of branching actions that link this use-case to other use-cases describing this system.  This allows the interaction between use-cases to be explained.  In the case of reference to a use-case external to the set of being documented then this must include the globally unique identifier of the use-case (its local ID preceded by the specification context identifier);

· Notes – the notes that will have been referenced within the rest of the table.
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