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ABSTRACT

Background: Stories and story-work (in the fuller sense of those

words) are recognised as a legitimate focus of study in other scien-

tific disciplines.

Information, Idea, Arguments:We are considering forming an inter-

disciplinary research programme to explore how story-work can

contribute to human-centric software engineering.

Vote: What should we focus on to help ensure the proposed pro-

gramme produces scientifically-valid, impactful research?
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1 BACKGROUND

1.1 Definitions

For this paper, we use Polkinghorne’s [10] definition of a story: a

type of discourse that “. . . preserves the complexity of human action

with its interrelationship of temporal sequence, human motivation,

chance happenings, and changing interpersonal and environmen-

tal contexts. In this context, story refers not only to fictional ac-

counts but also to narratives describing ‘ideal’ life events such as

biographies, autobiographies, histories, case studies, and reports

of remembered episodes that have occurred.” [10]. We interpret

Polkinghorn’s term, “human action”, to encompass agents with

human-like thoughts, feelings and behaviour, e.g., an anthropomor-

phised animal, robot, or alien.
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We use the phrases story-work and working with stories to recog-

nise the breadth and depth of perspectives on story, and the op-

portunities for using story. For example, sharing stories helps us

to [15]: understand our experience (e.g., the experiences of soft-

ware practice), to remember our experience (so as to reuse it), to

communicate our experience to others (e.g., the client to the soft-

ware engineer, the practitioner to the researcher), and to predict

the future based on our experience (though not, of course, always

reliably). Stories embed our beliefs and values and implicitly and

explicitly communicate those to others. Amongst other opportuni-

ties, story-work therefore provides a way in which human-centric

SE researchers can study and evaluate the validity of beliefs and

values held by software engineers, and software practitioners can

uncover, understand and evaluate the tacit expectations, values and

beliefs of clients; and working with stories provides a way for both

researchers and practitioners to advocate to the general public.

1.2 Stories and other disciplines

Stories and story-work are recognised as a legitimate focus of study

in other scientific disciplines, e.g., energy and climate change re-

search [8], law [1], organisational research [16], and behavioural

medicine [12]. And whilst stories and story-work are recognised

in a variety of disciplines related to SE – e.g., information systems

[11], human–computer interaction [2], computer science education

[9] – SE practice and research has tended to direct attention only

at one particular type of story, a type which is simplistic in its con-

ception of stories, i.e., the user story [6], with its related concepts,

such as epics. Prior SE research has directed some attention at nar-

rative analysis and synthesis [3] however that work usually uses

the term narrative in the sense of the qualitative inquiry into, and

with, texts rather than as working with stories. Prior SE research

has also explored a particular type of story, war stories [7, 14], as

a method of data collection. Similarly, Requirements Engineering

has investigated types of story (e.g., scenarios, personas) during

the upfront activities of the SE life-cycle.

1.3 Stories and software engineering

The software engineer represents and transforms representations [5],

e.g., represents stakeholder needs from the application domain and

then transforms those requirements into design/s and then into

code. One recurring challenge with SE’s representations is retaining

the integrative ‘bigger picture’ across the set of representations and

the sequence of transformations.

The storyteller also represents and transforms representations.

The typical kind of representation that comprises a story is very

different to the kind of representations that SE usually works with:

stories seek to evoke an integrative ‘bigger picture’ that commu-

nicates intent, values, and meaning. Just as a data flow diagram

provides an representation that is distinct and complementary to
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a state transition diagram, so stories can provide representations

that are distinct and that complement the set of representations

usually worked with in SE. Stories can provide powerful repre-

sentations for experiencing and relating to the meaningful whole,

and these can complement SE’s powerful representations for spec-

ifying formalised and separated parts. Story-work can therefore

enrich the range of representations that software engineers use to

effectively, meaningfully and responsibly design, code, implement,

test and deploy software systems. Furthermore, since stories are

part of what it means to be human [4, 15] this, in itself, provides

a way for the software-engineer-as-human to connect with the

stakeholder-as-human, and for software engineering to be more

human-centric.

1.4 Enabling impact of SE research

A growing body of research [12, 13] demonstrates that stories affect

behaviour and behavioural change. This interventional benefit of

stories is particularly significant for the SE research community

because the community continues to struggle to bridge the gap

between academia and industry, and closing that gap will help SE

research to improve software practice. Since the role of stories and

story-work is already well-established in various disciplines, we

expect that story-work can make similar impact to and through SE

research.

2 INFORMATION, IDEA, ARGUMENTS

Weare considering forming an interdisciplinary research programme

to explore how story-work (i.e., the many different ways of working

with stories, be they fictional, non-fictional, ‘small stories’, grand

narratives, etc.) can contribute to the effective, meaningful, and

responsible engineering of software systems to benefit individuals,

society, the economy, and the environment. The objectives of the

proposed programme are to:

(1) develop an interdisciplinary understanding of the contribu-

tion that stories and story-work can make to human-centric

SE research and practice;

(2) identify research directions, and co-create research questions,

to realise the contribution of stories and story-work for SE

research and, through that research, to impact practice;

(3) advocate to the international community for the appropriate

use of story-work in responsible SE research and practice;

(4) use story-work to engage the public in better understanding

software engineering research and practice; and

(5) use story-work to promote interdisciplinary primary research

and practice beyond SE.

The programme is timely because of the increasing need for

responsible andmeaningful software engineering research and prac-

tice, especially given the direct and indirect, and almost continuous

and global, effects of software systems on nearly everyone, and

increasingly everything. The programme is novel in its perspective,

aim and objectives. While there are existing or completed Networks,

Centres or other initiatives in related areas, at the national and in-

ternational level no other previous or current programme (of which

we are aware) combines story-work with SE, and does so in the

ways proposed here.

3 VOTE

What should we focus on to help ensure the proposed research

programme produces scientifically-valid, impactful research?

(1) Nothing substantive, you (appear to) have it all figured out.

(2) Improve the novelty of the programme, e.g., by reviewing

existing literature, and providing gap analysis, of the work

that has already been done in this area.

(3) Explain your research objectives to me more fully.

(4) Provide compelling examples of stories in SE and story-work:

I don’t yet understand how to apply any of the background

you’ve given me.

(5) Improve the scientific soundness of the programme by ex-

plaining how you will evaluate and validate your conclu-

sions.

(6) Explain how this programme will make a meaningful impact

to the work of a software engineer, or a software engineering

team or project.

(7) Explain how you will disseminate this work and its findings

to the general public; how will it improve their lives?
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