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Abstract
Software maintenance has long been one of the most difficult and expensive phases of the software
life-cycle. Maintenance is especially difficult for large-scale systems. The more code involved, the
larger the chance that there may be unexpected interactions that may cause problems when updates and
corrections are made during maintenance. The large number of developers who were probably involved
at various points in the system’s creation means that it is likely to be difficult to answer questions about
the intent behind the design and implementation decisions. The designer’s, or developer’s, intent can
be captured as their Design Rationale. Unlike standard design documentation, which is a description of
the final design, Design Rationale (DR) offers more: not only the decisions, but also the reasons behind
each decision, including its justification, other alternatives considered, and argumentation leading to
the decision.
To drive and evaluate our research into using rationale for software maintenance, we are developing
the SEURAT (Software Engineering Using RATionale) system to support the software maintainer. This
system will present the relevant DR when required and allow entry of new rationale for the modifications. The new DR will then be verified against the existing DR to check for inconsistencies. There
are several types of inferences that should be made: structural inferences to ensure that the rationale is
complete, evaluation, to ensure that it is based on well-founded arguments, and comparison to rationale
collected previously for similar modifications to see if the same reasoning was used.

1 Introduction
1.1 Problem and Motivation
Software maintenance has long been one of the most difficult and expensive phases of the software lifecycle. Maintenance costs can be more than 40 percent of the cost of developing the software in the first
place [19]. One reason for this is that the software lifecycle is a long one. Large projects may take
years to complete and spend even more time out in the field being used (and maintained). The panic
over the “Y2K bug” highlighted the fact that software systems often live on much longer than the original
developers intended. Compared to hardware, software is “easy” to modify during maintenance—software
maintenance changes can often be more extensive and more frequent than maintenance performed on less
mutable systems. The likelihood that these changes may add defects to the system is increased by the
fact that the combination of a long life-cycle and the typically high personnel turnover in the software
industry increases the probability that the original designer is unlikely to be available for consultation
when problems arise.

Maintenance is especially difficult for large-scale systems. The more code involved, the larger the
chance that there may be unexpected interactions that may cause problems when updates and corrections
are made during maintenance. The large number of developers who were probably involved at various
points in the system’s creation means that it is even more likely to be difficult to answer questions about the
intent behind the design and implementation decisions. This increases the probability that new decisions
made during maintenance will conflict with this original intent with adverse consequences.
All these reasons argue for as much support as can be provided during maintenance. Semi-automatic
systems, such as Reiss’s constraint-based system [28], working on the code, abstracted code, design artifacts, or meta-data, can already provide a lot of support. Design Rationale, however, provides an additional
opportunity for assistance during maintenance.

1.2 Approach
The designer’s, or developer’s, intent can be captured as their Design Rationale. Unlike standard design
documentation, which is a description of the final design, Design Rationale (DR) offers more: not only the
decisions, but also the reasons behind each decision, including its justification, other alternatives considered, and argumentation leading to the decision [23]. This additional information offers a richer view of
both the product and the decision making process by providing the designer’s intent behind the decision
[29]. This DR would then be available for use by the software maintainer to determine where software
changes should be performed and to determine the impact of these changes.
To drive and evaluate our research into using rationale for software maintenance, we are developing the
SEURAT (Software Engineering Using RATionale) system to support the software maintainer. This system
will present the relevant DR when required and allow entry of new rationale for the modifications. The
new DR will then be verified against the existing DR to check for inconsistencies. There are several types
of inferences that should be made: structural inferences to ensure that the rationale is complete, evaluation,
to ensure that it is based on well-founded arguments, and comparison to rationale collected previously for
similar modifications to see if the same reasoning was used. In the latter, the previous rationale could be
used as a guide in determining the rationale for the new modification. The system will also propagate, or
assist in propagating, any necessary changes to the existing DR as well as alerting the maintainer if the code
modifications are the same as those made earlier and then rejected. We have developed the requirements
for the SEURAT system based on earlier work on the InfoRat (Inferencing over Rationale) system [6] as
well as a preliminary study on using rationale for software maintenance [7].
Our work focuses on the use of DR, in order to explore and evaluate its potential. It is not intended to
be a fully-fledged programming and maintenance support system.
In this paper, we first describe related work in this area (Section 2), the representation for our software
design rationale (Section 3), and the argument ontology developed to support semantic inferencing (Section
4). This is then followed by a discussion of the inferencing supported by the system (Section 5), and the
proposed system (Section 6). We then conclude with a summary of our approach (Section 7).

2

Related Work

Design rationale research has typically focused on three aspects of rationale: DR representation, DR capture, and DR use. Design Rationale representations vary from informal representations such as audio or
video tapes, or transcripts, to formal representations such as rules embedded in an expert system [12]. A
compromise is to store information in a semi-formal representation that provides some computation power
but is still understandable by the human providing or using the information.

Semi-formal representations are often used to represent argumentation. Argumentation notations provide a structure to indicate what decisions were made (or not made) and the reasons for and against them.
Argumentation formats date back to Toulmin’s representation [30] of datums, claims, warrants, backings
and rebuttals. This is the origin of most argumentation representations. More recent argumentation formats include Questions, Options, and Criteria (QOC) [24], Issue Based Information System (IBIS) [12],
and Decision Representation Language (DRL) [22]. Each argumentation format has its own set of terms
but the basic goal is to represent the decisions made, the possible alternatives for each decision, and the
arguments for and against each alternative.
Argumentation has been used in rationale representations that were created specifically for software
design. Potts and Bruns [27] created a model of generic elements in software design rationale that was
then extended by Lee [22] in creating his Decision Representation Language (DRL), the language used in
SIBYL [21]. DRIM (Design Recommendation and Intent Model) was used in a system to augment design
patterns with design rationale [26]. This system is used to select design patterns based on the designers
intent and other constraints.
There are also many different ways to capture DR. One approach is to build the rationale capture into a
system used for the design task. Active Design Documents (ADD), a system that does routine, parametric
design [16], uses rationale already built into a knowledge base and associates it with the user’s decisions.
Some systems capture DR by integrating the system into an existing design tool. This is done by MLAP (Machine-Learning Apprentice System) [3]. In M-LAP, user actions are recorded at a low level and
formed into useful sequences using machine-learning techniques. This is also done in the RCF (Rationale
Construction Framework) [25]. RCF uses its theory of design metaphors to interpret actions recorded in a
CAD tool and convert them into a history of the design process.
Capturing rationale is often expensive and time consuming and can only be justified if there are compelling uses for the rationale. Systems such as JANUS (Fischer, et. al., 1995), critique the design and
provide the designers with rationale to support the criticism. Others, such as SIBYL [21], verify the design
by checking that the rationale behind the decisions is complete. C-Re-CS [20] performs consistency checking on requirements and recommends a resolution strategy for detected exceptions. InfoRat [6] performs
inferencing over the rationale to verify that the rationale is complete and consistent, and to also evaluate
that decisions made were well supported.
There has also been work on using design rationale in software design. DRIM (Design Recommendation and Intent Model) was used in a system to augment design patterns with design rationale [26].
Co-MoKit [13] uses a software process model to obtain design decisions and causal dependencies between
them. WinWin [1] aims at coordinating decision-making activities made by various ”stakeholders” in the
software development process. Bose [2] defined an ontology for the decision rationale needed to maintain
the decision structure. The goal was to model the decision rationale in order to support decision maintenance by allowing the system to determine the impact of a change and propagate modification effects.
Chung, etc. al. [9] developed an NFR Framework which uses non-functional requirements to drive the
software design process, producing the design and its rationale.

3 Rationale Representation
We have generated an initial rationale representation, RATSpeak. We have chosen to represent our rationale in a semi-structured argumentation format because we feel that argumentation is the best means for
expressing the advantages and disadvantages of the different design options considered.
We chose to base RATSpeak on DRL [22] because DRL is the most comprehensive of the rationale
languages. Even so, it was necessary to make some change because DRL did not provide a sufficiently

explicit representation of some types of argumentation (such as indicating if an argument was for or against
an alternative).
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Figure 1: RATSpeak Argumentation Structure
RATSpeak uses the following elements as part of the rationale:
Requirements - these are the requirements, both functional and non-functional. These can either be
represented explicitly in the rationale or stored as pointers to requirements stored in a requirements
document or database. For the purposes of our examples, we will show them as part of the rationale.
Requirements serve two purposes in RATSpeak, one is as the basis of arguments for and against
alternatives. This allows RATSpeak to capture cases where an alternative supports or violates a
requirement. The other purpose is so that the rationale for the requirements themselves can be
captured.
Decision Problems - these are the decisions that must be made as part of the development process.
They tend to be expressed in the form of questions.
Questions - these are questions that need to be answered before the answer to the decision problem
can be defined. These can be procedures or programs that need to be run or simple requests for
information. While questions are not a standard argumentation concept, they can augment the argumentation by specifying the source of the information used to make the decisions, which would be
very useful during software maintenance.
Alternatives - these are alternative solutions to the decision problems. Each alternative will have a
status that indicates if it is accepted, rejected, or pending.
Arguments - these are the arguments for and against the proposed alternatives. They can either
be requirements (i.e., an alternative is good or bad because of its relationship to a requirement),
claims about the alternative, assumptions that are reasons for or against choosing an alternative, or
relationships between alternatives (indicating dependencies or conflicts). Each argument is given an
amount (how much the argument applies to the alternative, i.e., how flexible, how expensive) and an
importance (how important the argument is to the overall system or the specific decision).
Claims - these are reasons why an alternative is good or bad. Each claim maps to an entry in an
Argument Ontology of common arguments for and against software design decisions. Each claim
also indicates what direction it is in for that argument. For example, a claim may state that a choice
is NOT safe or that an alternative IS flexible. This allows claims to be stated as either positive or
negative assertions.

Assumptions - these are similar to claims except that their truth is in doubt. Assumptions do not map
to items in the Argument Ontology.
Argument Ontology - this is a hierarchy of common argument types that serve as types of claims that
can be used in the system. These are used to provide the common vocabulary required for semantic
inferencing.
Background Knowledge - this contains Tradeoffs and Co-Occurrence Relationships that give relationships between different arguments in the Argument Ontology. This is not considered part of the
argumentation but is used to check the rationale for any violations of these relationships.
Figure 2 shows the relationships between the different rationale entities.
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Figure 2: Relationship Between Rationale Entries

4 Argument Ontology
One key element in the RATSpeak representation is the Argument Ontology. Our work on InfoRat showed
the importance of providing a common vocabulary to support inferencing over the content of the rationale
as well as its structure. To support this, we have developed an ontology of reasons for choosing one design
alternative over another. This ontology forms a hierarchy of terms with abstract reasons at the root and
increasingly detailed reasons out towards the leaves.

RATSpeak provides the ability to express several different types of arguments for and against alternatives. One type of argument is whether an alternative satisfies or violates a requirement. Other arguments
refer to assumptions made or dependencies between alternatives. A fourth type of argument involves claims
that an alternative supports or denies a Non-Functional Requirement (NFR). These NFRs, also known as
“ilities” [14] or quality requirements, refer to overall qualities of the resulting system, as opposed to functional requirements, which refer to specific functionality. As we describe in [8], the distinction between
functional and non-functional is often a matter of context. RATSpeak also allows NFRs to be represented
as explicit requirements.
There have been many ways that NFRs have been organized. CMU’s Quality Measures Taxonomy
[11] organizes quality measures into Needs Satisfaction Measures, Performance Measures, Maintenance
Measures, Adaptive Measures, and Organizational Measures. Bruegge and Dutoit [5] break a set of design
goals into five groups: performance, dependability, cost, maintenance, and end user criteria. Chung, et. al.
[9] provide an un-ordered list of NFRs as well as specific criteria for performance and auditing.
For the RATSpeak argument ontology, we took a bottom-up approach by looking at what characteristics
a system could have that would support the different types of software qualities. This involved reviewing
literature on the various quality categories to look for how a software system might choose to address
these qualities. The aim was to go beyond the idea of design goals or quality measures to look at how
these qualities might be achieved by a software system. In maintenance, the maintainers are more likely
to be looking at the lower-level decisions and will need specific reasons why these decisions contribute to
a desired quality of the overall system. It is probable that decisions made at the implementation level are
likely to correspond to detailed reasons in the ontology, while higher level decisions are more likely to use
reasons at the more abstract levels.
After determining a list of detailed reasons for choosing one alternative over another, an Affinity Diagram [18] was used to cluster similar reasons into categories. These categories were then combined again.
The more abstract levels of the hierarchy were based on a combination of the NFR organization schemes
listed earlier (the CMU taxonomy, and Bruegge and Dutoit’s design goals). Also, NFRs from the Chung
list were used to fill in gaps in the ontology.
Figure 3 shows the first two levels of the Argument Ontology.
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Figure 3: Top Levels of the Argument Ontology

Each of these criteria then have sub-criteria at increasingly more detailed levels. As an example,
Figure 4 shows the sub-criteria for Usability. The ontology terms are worded to be part of an argument:
i.e., “ alternative is a good choice because it ontology entry ” where ontology entry includes
the appropriate verb (supports, provides, etc.) for the argument, e.g., “reduces development time”. The
SEURAT system will be designed so that this ontology will be easily extensible by the user to incorporate
additional arguments that may be missing from the ontology. With use, the ontology will continue to be
augmented and will become more complete over time. It is possible to add deeper levels to the hierarchy
but that will make it more time consuming for the developer to find the appropriate item when adding
rationale. Hence ontology depth is a tradeoff that must be made.
The ontology is also intended to be easily extended to incorporate domain-specific arguments that will
apply to the system under development. The arguments in SEURAT, including those given here, are only
a starting point.
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Figure 4: Usability Arguments

Similar hierarchies have been developed for the remainder of the categories in Figure 3. One thing to
note is that it is not a strict hierarchy—there are many cases where items contributing toward one quality
also apply to another. One example of this is the strong relationship between scalability and performance—
throughput and memory use, while primarily thought of as performance aspects, also impact the scalability
of the system. In this case, and others that are similar, items will belong to more than one category.
The argument ontology also includes a user-modifiable default importance for each item. These are
present so that SEURAT users can specify this information once if the importance value should hold for
an entire system. The importance is used in weighing the different arguments during inferencing. The
importance can be overridden for each claim or argument but is stored with the ontology to allow this
information to be global if desired.
Other relationships that need to be captured are tradeoffs and co-occurrences. These are cases where
two items in the ontology often either oppose each other in arguments or support each other in arguments.

RATSpeak captures these as background knowledge stored as part of the rationale. This background knowledge refers to the items in the argument ontology and stores the relationships between them.

5

Inferencing

Design Rationale is very useful even if it is only used in the traditional way as a form of documentation
that provides extra insight into the designer’s decision-making process. DR can provide even more useful
information about the design and modifications made to the design if there is a way to perform inferences
over it. Due to the nature of DR, the results may be in the form of warnings or questions (as opposed to
conclusions) that help the maintainer act carefully and consistently. In the following sections we describe
a number of different inferences that could be performed over rationale that was structured using the
RATSpeak representation.
There are two types of inferences that can be performed. Syntactic inferences are those that are concerned mostly with the structure of the rationale. They look for information that is missing. Semantic
inferences require looking into the content of the rationale. The SEURAT system will include the following syntactic inferences:
Checking for selected alternatives with no supporting arguments;
Checking for selected alternatives with more arguments against than for;
Checking for decisions where no alternatives were selected;
Checking for decisions where one alternative has more arguments than others (may indicate bias or
missing information).
Many of these inferences have been implemented as CLIPS [10] rules. Figure 5 shows a set of rules
that work together to check for selected alternatives with no supporting arguments.
Semantic inference was explored by the InfoRat [6] system, which used a common vocabulary of
reasons so that the content of the arguments could be compared. SEURAT will support the following
semantic inferences:
Checking if the best supported alternative was not selected (based on the importance of the arguments
given);
Checking if contradictory arguments were used (the same criteria used for and against an alternative);
Checking consistency of argument abstraction (were some alternatives argued with more or less
detailed criteria);
Checking abstraction levels;
Checking for selected alternatives that violate requirements;
Checking for requirements that were not satisfied or addressed;
Checking for violations of tradeoffs and co-occurrences captured in the background knowledge;
Reporting statistical information of frequency of specific arguments.

; favorable arguments
(defrule checkFavorable
(alternative (name ?a))
(argument (name ?r))
(argues (argument ?r) (alternative ?a))
( or (argument (name ?r) (argtype supports))
(or (argument (name ?r) (argtype satisfies))
(argument (name ?r) (argtype addresses))))
=> (assert (favorable ?r ?a)))
; check for presupposed arguments
(defrule checkPresupposed
(argument (name ?r))
(alternative (name ?a))
(argues (argument ?r) (alternative ?a))
(argument (name ?r) (argtype presupposed)(alt ?a2))
(alternative (name ?a2) (status selected))
=> (assert (presupposed ?a)))
; if *any* arguments are favorable we want this to return false
(defrule checkNotSupported
(alternative (name ?a) (status selected))
(not (presupposed ?a))
(not (favorable ?r ?a))
=> (assert (notsupported ?a)))

Figure 5: Rules Checking for Unsupported Alternatives
;requirements traceability - violates
(defrule checkViolatedRequirements
(requirement (name ?q))
(decision (name ?d))
(alternativeFor (alternative ?a) (decision ?d))
(argues (argument ?r) (alternative ?a))
(argument (name ?r) (req ?q) (argtype violates))
(alternative (name ?a) (status selected))
=> (assert (violatesReq ?q ?d ?a)))

Figure 6: Rule Checking for Violated Requirements

Most of these inferences have been implemented as CLIPS rules. Figure 6 shows a rule that looks for
requirements that were violated.
In addition to the inferencing, SEURAT will also support querying information about the rationale.
This will let the maintainer see what portions of the design and/or implementation affect which requirements, functional or otherwise.

6 SEURAT: Software Engineering Using RATionale
We are in the process of building the SEURAT system in order to demonstrate how rationale can be used in
software maintenance. SEURAT will use commercial and open source development tools to store the design and implementation. These tools will then be augmented with the ability to store, view, and inference
over the rationale. Figure 7 shows a diagram of the proposed SEURAT system.
This diagram shows that the main user interaction will be through two off-the-shelf tools: an Interactive
Development Environment (IDE) that is used for writing and building source code and a UML design tool
used in capturing the software design. SEURAT will be initially aimed at Java development and will use
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Figure 7: Proposed SEURAT System
the Eclipse IDE [17]. Eclipse is Open Source and can be extended to integrate with a context sensitive
Argument Editor and Analyzer. There are a number of UML design tools that interface with Eclipse. One
of those will be selected so that it is possible to enter and display rationale as notations to UML diagrams.
The inferencing will take place upon user command and will be performed by the Inference Engine.
This will be developed using the Java Expert System Shell (JESS) [15], which is a CLIPS-based expert
system shell. The CLIPS inference rules already developed will be used here, as well as any additional
ones needed.
The rationale will be stored in a Rationale Repository. This will be done using a relational database.
The Argument Ontology will be stored in a similar database. SEURAT will start with a general ontology
that can be extended for the needs of a particular software system.
The SEURAT system will support a variety of uses for the rationale. For example, assume a software
maintainer is working on a deployed system that was initially developed to support a relatively small
number of users. This information appears in the rationale in two ways: an assumption that there would
be only a few users at a time and the importance given to the scalability criteria in the argument ontology.
SEURAT would be used to decrease the plausibility of the assumption and increase the importance of
scalability as an argument. SEURAT would then re-evaluate the decisions made and inform the user if
this results in selected alternatives that are no longer the best-supported. In addition, the maintainer could
use SEURAT to look for where the scalability argument and assumption appear in the rationale as clues to
where the software design and implementation need to be changed to allow additional users.

7

Summary and Conclusions

Several steps have been taken toward the development of SEURAT, the Software Engineering Using RATionale system. These include the development of a rationale representation, an argument ontology, and a
preliminary set of inferences that can be performed over the rationale in order to support software maintenance. The SEURAT system will integrate the capture and use of rationale with development tools that
could be used by the software maintainer to make modifications to the software.
Such a tool would be invaluable during the maintenance of large-scale software systems and will complement other programming and maintenance environments. One of the chief difficulties in maintaining a
large system is knowing the reasons behind the choices made by the developers during design and implementation. The lack of this knowledge makes it difficult for the maintainer to do their job and increases the

risk that defects are introduced during maintenance. The presence of rationale would serve as a form of
“corporate memory” by capturing design information that would be lost if the developers left the company
or if they were inaccessible to the maintainers [26][4]. Further support will be provided by giving the
maintainer the ability to inference over the rationale to both view the reasons for the choices, evaluate the
choices made, and determine the potential impact of new decisions.
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