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Using Storyboards to Get the Big Picture

By Marsha Hughes, PMP, CSM, Watermark Learning, Inc.

A shortcoming of written requirements in any format (user stories, use cases, SRS, etc.) is that
it is often difficult to visualize the process described or proposed by the requirements. This
shortcoming can lead to unanticipated problems in the business processes once the system is
implemented. Storyboards can be an effective method for visualizing a process, and
uncovering problems with the proposed approach.

For example, in the case study for Watermark’s Agile Requirements with User Stories class,
the fictional Great Outdoors Company is implementing a customer loyalty program. Customers
who sign up for the program will get rewards points for purchases and discounts. Customers
can sign up on the web, but if they are in a store and want to sign up, the plan is for them to
use a computer in the store which is used for web site orders. Let’s look at a storyboard which
describes this process.
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The storyboard surfaces questions about how the sign up process will work — what if the store
is really busy? Will the shopper want to have to return to the clerk to make her purchase after
signing up? Will her membership become available right away on the Point of Sale system so
she will be able to get points for her purchase? What if the shopper is not familiar with
computers — will the store clerk have to help her sign up? The storyboard may make us rethink
the planned approach due to the problems it could create.
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You don’t have to be an artist to create storyboards — clip art is amazingly versatile! You can
also use flowcharts and other methods to describe processes, but since storyboards are
pictorial, | have found they are more effective for “getting the big picture”, and they make it
easier for people to imagine how a process might work for them.
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