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USER REQUIREMENTS 

J.B. Cavie. 

Rapporteur: Dr. D.M. Russell 

Business and Industry were voicing concern that their needs 

were not being adequately met by the current activities of University 

Computer Scienc e Departments . Dr. Cowie fe~that the Universities 

were anxious to respond to criticisms where the se could be 

substantiated. He we lcomed the opportunity to dis cuss dif f erenc es 

in views and what might be done to improve the situat ion" 

He sugges t ed that Universities and Business have different 

cultures and value sys tems. The Universities have a longer term 

orientation. They are much concerned with the intellectual content 

of a coherent body of knowledge based on theory which will attract 

and challenge ' the best minds' in terms of capacity to deal with 

this. Elegance i s adm ired. Business must t ake a shorter term 

view and ask managerial questions such as "Is an area of effort 

important?", "Are propos als practical?"; "Are t h ey cost effective?" 

When the founder s of Computer Sc i enc e departments were challenged 

by their coll eagues because the subj ect had inadequate foundations, 

was the defence not the 'business ' one? The subj ect area was of 

growing importa nc e a nd the setting up of departments was a practical 

step towards d eve l oping the appropriate t heory. 

The users of computer s are now criticising the Univer s ities for 

inadequate attention to important areas affec ting futur e applications. 

When two cultures are in dispute there is a t endency to re sort 

to s l ogans. Charges of 'm ediocr i ty', 'vocational' and ' s hort 

sighted ' are met by ' ver y littl e u se ', 'arrogant' and 'irrelevant'. 

Such behaviour overstates the arguments and obstructs progress. 

The need is to search f or common ground. 

Dr. Cnwip. t,hfm gavE' an indu s t,ria.l view which he t,honght. wOll l il 

have support from suppliers and use r s of computer equipment and 

services. 
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There are problem areas in the use of computers which are 

intellectually challenging and require attention by people of 

university calibre following basic and applied approaches. 

The aggregate effort of the university sector is unbalanced. 

Too much emphasis is placed on areas which are not matched by the 

perceived lifetime needs of employers of the graduates. 

As computing technology becomes more complex, the need will 

increase for University assistance in developing theory and 

understanding to cope with the complexity. 

There is already concern with the 'exploitation gap' between 

the capabilities of the technology and the use that is made of them. 

Not enough people are being developed to bridge this gap. This is 

a general problem affecting all users of computers, not just those 

in industry. 

A better understanding of the .t .echnology and the greater 

involvement of Computer Science departments are only two factors 

which could lead to the more effective u se of computers. Other 

disciplines and departments would need to participate. The AGM 

Curriculum Committee on Computer Eoucation for Management (members 

include Ashenburst and Couger) have suggested education for people 

with various types of computer responsibilitie s in organizations. 

Computer Science departments could not be expected to provide for 

such a broad range of requirements but they would have an important 

role to play. Industry would welcome graduates with a more 

sophisticated understanding of the technology and user needs, 

particularly if they came from quality programs associated with 

appropriate research in a university environment. Dr. Cowie 

thought that the work of the AGM committee was a valuable basis 

for discussion and further progress, whatever one's reservations 

about the current state of the theoretical foundations. 
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He then li s ted topic areas of interest to indus try meriting 

more r esearch and educational effort by the Univers ity sector. 

Inc l uded were:- Tool s for the Development Process including 

Systems Analys i s , Design and App l ications Software; Performance 

Analys i s of Systems and Per s onnel; Questions of Cost Effectiveness, 

Re l iability, Survivabil ity and Security; Data Bases and Data 

Management Sys tems ; and Communications Systems. 

Some of the personal qualiti es desired by industry wer e:­

Abi l ity to work in teams ; to be exposed to interdis ciplinary 

efforts; to have engendered cost cons ciou sness; to be aware of 

trad e off's between el eganc e and efficiency, and to al locate effort 

in proportion to the importance of the particular as pect of the 

pr oblem in hand. 

How might the Universities respond? Dr. Cowie envisaged 

initially a few focal points of s pecialisation in areas of intere s t 

to computer users , involving co llaboration betwe en Un iversities 

and departments within Universities , He expected the inter es t in 

bus iness data processing in its wide s t sen se to grow in almo s t al l 

Universitie s wi th more options available for those wi shing to enter 

organi sations. Even if a s tudent remained at the University, he 

could benefit from s tudy of the mate rial pre sented by Andersen. 

In conclu s ion, he remarked tha t t he computer is a major agent 

of change. Progress will be acce l erat ed by a better unders t anding 

of the technology and ar eas of application. Attempts to u se 

computers have illus trated how much more we need to lea rn about 

variou s processes , for example, in support of problem s olving, 

deci s ion making and education. Jo i nt research in Behavioural 

and Computing SC i ences , for exampl e , could be fruitful for both 

disciplines. 

Good p eople from Univers ities will be required for comput ing 

to fulfil its potential and to develop the profess ionali sm which 

will prote ct the ]Xlblic i nterest. It i s hoped that Computing 

Science departments will play a full rol e in developing s uch people, 

149 




