The Evolution and Development of Methodologies

Avison and Fitzgerald (2003) identify a number of methodology eras, as follows:

1.   Pre-methodology era (up to the early 1970s)
· IS were developed and implemented without the use of an explicit or formalised ISD methodology.

· The emphasis was on programming (and related technical issues), and the development approach depended on the skills and experience of the particular developer.  This approach resulted in poor management of projects.

· While developers were technically trained, they rarely fully understood the organisational context; the needs of the users were seldom well-established, resulting in costly inappropriate systems.

· The growing demand for appropriate IS led to the appreciation of the systems analyst’s role in development, and the desirability of a more standardised, disciplined approach; thus the first ISD methodologies were established.

2.   Early-methodology era (1970s to early 1980s)
· Early approaches focused on the identification of sequential phases and stages that would help control and manage ISD (the SDLC, e.g. the waterfall model); each phase had a defined set of outputs or deliverables that had to be complete before the next phase could start, which could be used to communicate with users.
· These control mechanisms helped, it was thought, to minimise cost- and time-overruns, while ensuring that systems were appropriate to user needs.
· However, there are a number of inherent weaknesses in this approach, as well as limitations in the way it is used.
3.   Methodology era (mid 1980s to late 1990s)
· As a response to the criticisms of the SDLC, new ‘methodologies’ emerged and ultimately proliferated, either developed from real-life practice (commercial), or those developed from theory (academia).

· Most of the early methodologies relied on one technique as a foundation stone, commonly, either DFD’s or entity modelling, but usually not both.

· Eventually, many organisations that had developed an in-house methodology realised that it was a marketable product; this required that the methodology be written up, consistent, comprehensive, maintained, developed, etc.  As a result, a number of things happened:

· The scope of the methodologies was expanded to cover the whole of the SDLC. 

· The ‘gaps’ in the methodologies had to be filled. Extra techniques were incorporated that covered the whole spectrum of development activities, for differing types of problem (many methodologies became extremely large and cumbersome).

· It was recognised that (integrated) systems could not only make the business more efficient, but could contribute to the success of the organisation (competitive advantage).  This required planning at the strategic level, and so strategic planning phases were introduced to many methodologies. 

· Evolving techniques, such as O-O, were integrated into methodologies.

· The majority of organisations at this time used some kind of methodology, but most were adapted to fit the needs of the organisation.

4.   Era of methodology reassessment (late 1990s onward)

· There has been a backlash against methodologies. The main criticisms relate to:

· A failure of methodologies to deliver productivity benefits.  It is said they do not reduce the time taken to develop a system, and can, in fact, increase lead times due to the many activities specified, and documentation requirements.  They are also resource intensive in terms of people and other costs.

· Over complexity, to try to meet every conceivable project need.

· Gilding the lily – the development of requirements that are not essential (wish lists).

· Methodologies require significant skills in their use.

· Tools are difficult to use and focus on producing good documentation rather than better analysis and design.

· The use of a methodology can obscure the important issues, which inhibits creative thinking.

· Insufficient focus on social and contextual issues.

· Resistance from developers who are experienced in other methodologies, and users who are unfamiliar with the techniques used for communicating requirements.

· The ACID TEST: the conclusion that the use of a methodology has not resulted in a better system, and may have actually hindered the process.

· Firms are more critical and demanding of methodologies, and do not see them as a panacea to the problems of systems development.  Some firms have abandoned methodologies altogether, preferring to use more ad hoc, flexible, off-the-cuff methods.  Others continue to seek a better methodology to meet their needs.  

· There is a move towards outsourcing and the purchase of packages, which avoids methodological issues.  The package market is becoming increasingly sophisticated; enterprise resource packages (ERP’s) are integrated packages which address a wide range of standard business functions, which can be modified to reflect the way in which organisations wish to operate.

