Hot Tips for Rule Discovery: Developing a Rule Discovery Roadmap



FELICIA:
Good morning.  Thank you for joining us for our first 30‑minute BMRS Hot Tips Webinar.  Our speaker this morning will be Julie Holm, who will be discussing the processes and techniques to build a Rule Discovery Roadmap.PRIVATE 

We will have a 20‑minute presentation, 10 minutes of Q&A, then all attendees will be sent an e‑mail with links to our BMRS Modeling blog where we can continue our discussion and take any remaining questions that we could not get to.  We highly encourage you to use the Q&A panel located in the bottom righthand corner of your screen.

You may want to mute your line during the presentation until we get to the Q&A portion of the Webinar.  If you experience any technical problems during the broadcast, for help please call (866) 799‑3239, or ask for help in the Q&A box.  Now let's get started.  Over to you, Julie.

HOLM:
Hi.  Good morning to you on the west coast, and good afternoon to you in the east coast, and whatever to you folks in between.  I'm going to talk today about best practices for organizing rule discovery.  Let's get right into it.

There's five areas we're going to talk about.  We're going to talk about what rule discovery is, where we find rules.  We're going to talk about modeling and rule discovery, finding decision points in models and creating a rule discovery.

We'll start off with what is rule discovery.  Rule discovery is simply finding the business knowledge that you're going to put in a BMRS system.  Once you've found that knowledge, you're going to structure it into an English or English‑like language, into a business language, something that you can identify and discuss rules in.

We will apply some analysis to that knowledge, to start forming it into rules, and then you'll document rules, rules sources and vocabulary that you're using for the rules.  You need to do all this so that you can iteratively continue to discovery and find all the rules so you won't be left with gaps in your business rules.

So where do we find those rules?  Where are they in your organization?  This may be something, some of the places may be obvious.  People's heads ‑‑ no matter how you write a system, part of the system is in people's heads.

Part of the system is in how they get to the system, how they get to what they're doing, and how they organize their work.  So that's always a really important place where rules are found.  And, of course, there are some places where we don't have an IT system supporting business rules, and then people's heads may be one of the major places to find these.

Personal work aids.  I can't tell you how many times I've worked on a business rule system and I've worked with a subject matter expert at their desk, and next to their computer they have a handwritten chart.  And that handwritten chart almost always has a really important piece of their business logic right there in it.  So it's great to have that.  If you see it, ask about it.

Corporate documents and artifacts, manuals, requirements sometimes.  Things like that ‑‑ legislation and policy documents.  Many businesses are subject to legislation and much of business rules is associated with legislation, with laws.

A lot of times people get BMRS systems so that they can respond in a timely way to legislation.  So that kind of thing is important: plus policy documents, what is the business trying to achieve.

And legacy code, sometimes it's in a program.  Honestly, the best sources are at the top of this list.  And the more difficult sources are at the bottom of this list.  Trying to pull those out of legacy [culled] is a whole lot more difficult and more error prone, for example, than pulling it out of somebody's head.

So how do you find the rules?  First of all, the first step is you want to identify the decisions that the person uses.  Each decision is going to represent a group of rules.  Identify where the rules for that decision are.  What are the source or the sources of that decision?

How do they make it now?  What is the best method for extracting rules?  Now, that might vary based on the source of the rules, there could be multiple sources for a group of rules.  You may have a situation where someone says, well, I use a manual, but the way that they use the manual, the way they navigate through it is in their heads, for example.

We recommend generating a rule discovery roadmap.  And that's what you're going to come out of here with.  Once you've figured out what the decisions are, where those rules are going to be located, what is the best method for extracting rules, you document it in a rule discovery roadmap.

That's a tool that we use to organize rule discovery.  We're going to go through all the steps of that.  And, document your rules.  Once you've done your roadmap you go on to discover and document your rules.

Let's talk about modeling.  ILOG is really big on modeling, and the reason we are is because it works, because it's our best practice.  It makes our own work a whole lot easier when we're working with a client to implement a system.

There's three major kinds of modeling associated with rule discovery.  There are obviously lots of kinds of modeling.  But there's kinds we're involved with rule discovering: that's structural modeling, functional modeling and process modeling.

And we're going to go into all of those.  Our best practice is UML modeling, but your corporate standard modeling might work well, too, and we're going to discuss that in just a minute.

So let's talk more about modeling.  Structural modeling, how do we find it diagram.  You might use another object‑oriented class model.  Your corporate structural modeling might be different, it might be more data‑intensive.  I will tell you that we're very big on object oriented, some kind of object‑oriented modeling.

Structural modeling usually supports discovery, but you're going to iterate on this because you're going to discover your structural modeling during discovery as well.  So this is not something that you do, then you discover, then you're done.  You're going to keep going back to that.

Functional modeling.  We like use cases and UML use case diagrams, but your functional model might be text requirements, it might be scenarios.  If you're in a real agile environment, those user stories are going to be a real important part of functional modeling, and we use those a lot.

Process modeling.  Again, we are kind of UML‑centric.  We like activity diagrams.  Flow charts work, workflow diagrams.  You might have business process diagrams, all kinds of things.

How do we find the decision points in the models?  Decision points, what are they?  First of all, they're places where the model needs a decision.  How you find them is going to vary with what kind of model that you have.

Functional and process models have structures that you can really, really find.  You can say, oh, that represents a decision.  Structural models are going to require a little more analysis.  You want to use all the models you have.  The models model, of course, different views of your system and you want to find what those views are.  And all of them, to have a complete set of decision points.

Let's talk about structural models, and here we have a typical UML diagram.  We're going to ask ourselves, as we analyze this, and remember, I said with structural models we need to spend a little bit more effort on trying to figure out where the decision is.

We're going to look at these classes and these attributes and say, well, which ones are going to change?  Which ones are going to change as we go through our process, as we go through our rules, as we apply business knowledge.

How many inputs are there to that change?  How much is needed for that change?  How often is that change going to occur?  And when is this change truly the result of the decision?

When we go to functional models, those are our requirements, our use cases.  We're going to look at it a little bit differently.  When we look at a use case or a scenario, we need to look at the steps.  If you write a use case, you write the steps of it.  You're going to write...you're going to have alternative steps and the main path.

You're going to ask yourself where in these steps is a use case decision...is a decision actually made?  Which of the requirements, if you have a list of requirements, which ones are decision rich?

What steps, what cases, what requirements identify complexity?  You may not always be able to identify decisions but you can usually identify complexity.  And complexity is often something which hides decisions.

Which steps, which cases and which requirements are most subject to change?  The reason you're looking at a BMRS is often that you want to be more agile.  You want to be able to bring changes into production more quickly, which means we're really looking at things that change and things that change are often where decisions are.

Now let's talk about process models.  Process models are the easiest.  The decision points are usually almost given to you in process models.  You're going to look for decision verbs.  I love the verb, determine: determine almost always means I have a decision.  Calculate, means I have a decision.  Validate or evaluate ‑‑ both usually mean a decision.

If you have a design in a flow chart or an activity diagram, it's a decision point.  There is no question.  That's pretty obvious.  List your decision points from all of these models, and then we're going to develop a rule discovery roadmap for each decision point.

So let's go on to the meat of this.  Let's talk about the rule discovery roadmap.  So what is a rule discovery roadmap?  It's a structure that helps you to organize rule discovery, to figure out how to gather your business knowledge for your rules.

There we go.  There are details and an empty decision, a rule discovery roadmap in our agile business rule development which you can get at this URL, and I'll make sure that that URL is added to the blog so that you can go and you can pull that up.

This is a plug‑in to Eclipse.  It's free.  It's got a lot of methodology information in it, including this form.  This is the form for the rule discovery roadmap.  It looks simple, and if we break it down the way that we've just discussed, if we go through the process of identifying where these decisions are, it will be relatively easy to fill out.

Let's go on through the process.  Creating the roadmap.  What do we do first?  We want a roadmap, one of these tables, for each decision point, and you want to make sure you think through each decision point.

You might need to break the decisions down into sub decisions.  You may decide that one decision is really too big.  And some of the hints for that is where your model has to have a hierarchical break.  For example, if you have a complex activity and an activity diagram where that activity is broken down into something else, which has smaller decisions, you may want to do that.

Identify the sources and the owners.  The sources are the people who know the logic involved with the decision.  The owners are the people who are responsible for the business policy represented by the decision.

Document and name the sources and document and name the owners.  These are the people you're going to actually...the actual people, Joe Smith is the source for this information.  This manual is the source for this decision.  Gather those documents.  Specify the documents, give the names of the documents.  Schedule discovery sessions with the human sources.

So here we are.  We have this decision point called evaluate credit risk.  We describe it.  We describe it as well as we can, this is what this means.  Who's the rule owner?  Well, [Polly C. Manager] is the rule owner.  What is the source for the rule?  Well, we have these documents that are credit risk evaluation sheets.  We have a manual, which is a credit risk manual, tells us how to fill out the credit risk evaluation sheet.  And that's an old manual.  I don't have the most recent version of it.

Jim Smith is the subject matter expert who is going to give us the source of the rules, and Polly C. Manager is our policy manager or rule owner.  So once we've done that, we want to think about what the discovery methods are going to be.  And the type of model, the type of knowledge that is going to determine that.

Use cases, we identify the user stories within the use cases and then identify rules defining the user stories.  Activity diagrams and business processes, we identify the decisions represented and then the rules.

Workflow, we identify those rule enriched tasks, then the rules.  If we have a structural model, we're going to look at how each object and data is created change and the rules associated with that.

Now, at this point you might also know what kind of rules you're gathering.  And if you do, you're going to put that on here also.  I'm sure that at a later point, in fact I know at a later point we're going to have a Webinar on best practices for writing rules.  And we'll talk about the different kinds of rules.  In this case we're just going to say, yes, we have evaluation rules and constraint rules.

Then we're going to complete the planning.  Identify the facilitator and invitees for discovery interviews and workshops where we're going to work with people to get rules out of their heads.

Identify the documents and code that need to be reviewed.  Identify deliverables that will be generated.  What are we going to create?  And what is the output going to be, and any validation process for those deliverables.

Identify a target date to end discovery so it doesn't go on forever, and a process for resolving conflicts.  Any time you have more than one source you will have differences, and you want to know how do I resolve the difference.  Who decides who's right?  How do we decide?  Do we want to do it by consensus?  Is there a policy manager that makes those decisions?

Here we have our roadmap filled out.  We have constraint discovery session with Polly C. Manager, a calculation discovery session with Jim Smith, using those risk evaluation sheets.  I'm the facilitator.  Here are the invitees.  I want to note that Bill's going to bring the program code with him.  We have a rule template document that we're going to create, a rule project.

In this case, I'm assuming, of course, that you're using JRules, so you're going to have your rule project in JRules.  And we're going to finish discovery by October 12th.  Well, that is all I have.  So perhaps it is time to go to questions.

FELICIA:
So I'll read them out for you.  If you want to go ahead and post questions look on the bottom righthand corner of your screen, and you can post questions there.

I'll go ahead and read them aloud before we get to them.  I just want to remind you that we will be sending out an e‑mail with a link to the blog after we finish these questions.  So the first question is, what is the best way to identify rules?

HOLM:
Well, that's actually pretty complex.  And it depends a lot on what domain you're working in and who you're working with.  If you're dealing with people, I think the best way to identify rules is to have an interview where you work with someone one on one or where you work with a workshop where you work with two or three people.

I have found if you get much beyond two or three people you end up with a lot of conflict.  But you want to go through and you want to step through the decision.  I like to do it starting from a process perspective, but there are a lot of other ways to do it.

And what you want to get down to is to what is the decision, and then break that decision down into littler decisions and littler decisions until it can't be broken down anymore.  At that point you probably have rules.

FELICIA:
Okay.  The next question is what is the difference between this and an A‑3 problem map?

HOLM:
What is the difference between this and an A‑3 problem map?  You know, I am, unfortunately, not familiar with an A‑3 problem map enough to answer this right now.  But I'll do some research and let you know.  And I'll put it up on the blog.

FELICIA:
Great.  Any other questions?

HOLM:
I see one from functional documents, how can we identify rules?  A functional document usually is a requirements document.  I assume that that's what we're talking about.

And I would say at that point what you want to do is look at the individual requirements, determine what the decisions are associated with those requirements and then the sources of those decisions.  Once you have the sources of the decisions, you do your rule discovery roadmap.

You do your interview or your breakdown of code or your reading of the document or whatever combination and move right on into breaking those decisions down more and more until you get rules.

Now, we'll talk a little bit more about this in a later Webinar when we talk about the rule structure, and I think that will be very useful to you.

On the question, there's another question also, do you see it, I have a few Java objects that I want to write rules.  What and where should I start?  You need to start with the people that know the business, the people, the documents that know the business that you're trying to represent in rules.  That's really where you need to start.  And outside of that, that's, unfortunately, a little bit too general.

I have, what is the best way to manage a group of about 20 persons collecting business rules and the best...unfortunately, I think this one is kind of out of the scope of this discussion.  This is really about management.  And I think I'm going to have to pass on this one.

FELICIA:
One is are all rules supposed to for decisions that can be maintained only by the business?  Or can we have IT managed rules and business managed rules?

HOLM:
You can have both, actually.  And in fact, in most cases you should have both.  Again, we'll talk about this in rules, but you will have some rules that enforce, that are enforcement rules.  And we always believe you should keep the business knowledge separate from the enforcement.

And what do I mean by that?  Well, let's say that I have business knowledge that says, if a certain condition exists I want to send my users a message.  Well, you know, you also, sending a message may be sending a text.  It may be sending an e‑mail.  It may be writing a report.  It may be sending a text to a cell phone.  I don't know.

And how you send that message is really a technical issue.  Ideally, the logic about if I have the situation I want to send a message belongs to business.  If otherwise, the piece about how do I send the message, that is probably technical.  And so it makes a lot of sense.

You'll also find that when you're adopting a business rule, management system, that business users are nervous.  They see this as computers and they're worried about it and it can be really good to have some technical people involved.  But ideally, especially when you get to a maintenance situation, you really want those business users to be involved.

FELICIA:
How can versions of rules be managed for change using the roadmap?

HOLM:
The roadmap is not designed for managing change.  Managing change you're going to do through some kind of change management system or rule governance process.  Maybe we need a Webinar on rule governance.  The purpose of a roadmap is only to discover rules.  It's when you have knowledge that is new and you need to figure it out.

When you're talking about versioning, you're usually talking about where existing rules are there and they are changing.  And the process is going to be different, because you already have discovered the rules.  You simply have a new business policy that you need to work out how it changes in the rules.  And you usually don't need as thorough a process.

FELICIA:
At this point, do you attempt to simplify a rule or are you just concerned with the as‑is state?

HOLM:
At the point where you're developing a roadmap, you're not as concerned with simplifying a rule.  As you work through the discovery process and as you work through even beyond that rule analysis and design ‑‑ which we'll be talking about in later Webinars ‑‑ that's where you're going to get to simplify a rule and get it down to an atomic level, which, again, I'm going to make a plug for that, the best practices for rule writing workshop, because we'll be discussing all those things at that time.

FELICIA:
What is the best way to use roadmap document in writing test cases?

HOLM:
Oh, what a good question.  I really like that question.  The roadmap tells you where the sources of the rules are.  It should also give you a hint as to where the decision point came from.  And you're going to want to identify for each decision some kind of test suite.

Though you're not going to have all the information in the roadmap, but that roadmap is going to connect your decision with the source of it as far as in your model and any information that you might need that might have examples, especially documentation.

A lot of manuals will have examples of things that will help you figure out how your test should work.  It's not going to give you everything for a test, but it's a real good way to kind of get started as to where you go.

FELICIA:
Okay.  And the map shows a way to specify the validation method to be used.  Is that correct, and what validation methods are usually used in this context?

HOLM:
You can add putting in the validation method.  You'll see that it actually is not in the roadmap that is here.  Generally, a validation method for when we're talking about rule discovery is someone who's going to look at the rules as they're being developed to make sure that the business is correct.

And I would use that here within the main actor section.  I would add validation there.  I also know that the rule owner who is here, Polly C. Manager, that she is probably involved with validation.

FELICIA:
Okay.  And this is probably the last question and the rest will be posted on the blog.  When are the rules entered in JRules ‑‑ only after the rules are finalized or during the final stages of design?

HOLM:
Oh, that's another good question.  There are actually a variety of ways that people do this.  Generally our best practice is to take the rules and write them in a rule context, in a rule language that is similar to but not identical to the rule language actually in JRules.  And then to enter them into JRules from that.  So there's a lot of the analysis and the thought is done prior to putting it in.

That said, there can be an awful lot said for doing a little bit of experimenting in JRules, particularly if you're new to business rule management systems, especially if you can create a status ‑‑ and I often just use new status ‑‑ where you're not really deploying anything or anything, you're just actually working with the rules and thinking about them.

So I have done it both ways.  I have done it where I've designed almost everything on paper.  Some people want that also for documentation purposes, so if you have a very high level of documentation standards and you want to create that documentation before you enter rules and then again after, you'll want to do that.

But I actually am a big fan of putting rules in early, even before we've completely thought them through or even before I've completely done the full discovery.  That's really what agile methods are about, putting a little bit in, getting it right and then putting a little bit more in and building on it.  And I really think that if you can do it that way, that's really the best approach.

FELICIA:
Okay.  Looks like we're out of time.  This concludes today's Webinar.  I will be sending out an e‑mail shortly with a link to our blog where Julie herself will be answering the remaining questions, and a link to the recorded version as well as the slides for this presentation will be posted within 24 hours on that blog.

Finally, if you have time, please complete the post event survey that will appear on your screen shortly.  Thank you all for attending, and have a great day.

HOLM:
Thank you.

[END OF SEGMENT]
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