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Preliminaries


The
series and this book


The Simplifying Series delivers focused starter techniques
for selected professions, designed to get you productive fast.


They say that 20% of the technique gets you 80% of the
value. So why not learn a good, juicy twenty percent first and get running?
Then, level up with other techniques that advance your skill.


My intention is to pick an easy and useful starter kit for
various specialties. Project management, software design, product management
are entire careers, needing years of study. There is surely a starter kit in
each case. That is what I have in mind for this series. 


This particular book is for use cases. I wrote the
full 300-page book "Writing Effective Use Cases" (2000). There
is nothing wrong with that book, it is still correct and contains details I
can't include here. Read it when you want to advance your use case writing. It
is missing details on slicing for fine-grained incremental development, so I
have a full section on that in this book. 


For mapping use cases to user stories and story maps, I
wrote the long version in "Unifying User Stories, Use Cases, Story Maps"
(2024). It describes each technique in depth and shows how to move back and
forth between them. 


That was still too long. Many people have never seen a use
case and don't want to wade through 200 pages of detail. They want to see some
examples and get going. That's what this book is for.


Let's go...


Alistair Cockburn

July 21, 2025



























​Part 1: Just show me a
use case




​1.1.  The
use case body parts.


[image: Figure 1.1-1. A use case with its parts labeled.]


Figure 1.1-1. A
use case with its parts labeled.


Figure 1.1-1 shows a use case with its parts labeled. This
structure  applies to all use case styles, casual, formal or other.


1. The title of the use case is a verb phrase,
the goal to be achieved, present tense, active voice, saying what will be
accomplished for the primary actor if and when the use case ends successfully.


2. The “System” identifies the outer boundary
of what will be considered outside, and therefore visible, as opposed to
inside, and therefore hidden from the reader’s view. 


3. The “Primary actor” is the person,
organization, or other system trying to get some goal accomplished. ‘Actor’ is
a word deliberately chosen so that we don’t care whether it is a human, an
organization or an automated system.


4. The “Goal level”
is one of four choices. 


“Sea level”  indicates a business task of the primary
actor, an elementary business process or an atomic database transaction. Typically
done in 2-20 minutes, in one sitting.


“Kite level” indicates that the primary actor will
need to have multiple interactions with the system over time. It might take
days, weeks or years.


“Fish level” indicates that it is a subtask of a
sea-level task. It is only ever written because it is too complicated to fit
nicely inside its sea-level use case, or else because it is used in multiple
use cases.


“Clam level” indicates that this use case should
never have been written, it really belongs inside a higher-level use case.
While we don’t use clam level in use cases themselves, the term is useful to
label user stories or work assignments when we split the use case up for
development.


Those first four items constitute the header of the use
case.


Many people omit items 2-4,
thinking they are not important. This causes confusion when the number of use
cases grows. So be sure to include them.


5. The “Main success scenario” is where you
put the steps involved when the goal succeeds in a fairly typical situation. The
steps can be numbered or not, and written in flowing paragraphs for easy
reading, or on separate lines for better traceability. 


6. The “Action steps” tell the action. Each
step follows a simple grammar: noun, verb, direct object. Each verb is a goal
that gets accomplished, so that it can become a use case title in its own
right. Typically, 3-9 steps work nicely. 


Notice that the action steps do not mention the technology
used. Assume you will have both voice and screen interfaces. The words ‘identifies,’
‘enters, ’ ‘selects’, ‘indicates’ work well for input; and ‘presents’  and
‘notifies’ for output.


7. The “Extensions” section is the place to
put “but what if” situations that have to be considered. Each entry gives some
condition that might be encountered and how it’s handled. 


8. An “Extension condition” is some condition
that might be encountered, whether just another way of following a success
path, or a possible failure that has to be dealt with. 


In the formal style, the number indicates at which step in
the main success scenario the condition might be discovered. By convention, the
suffix is a letter ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘c’ and so on, indicating different conditions
that might be encountered on the same step. There is no ordering implied by the
‘a’, ‘b’, or ‘c’.


9. The “Extension handling steps” are action
steps written in the exact same style as the action steps in the main success scenario,
in a scenario fragment.







​1.2.  A dozen use cases to get you started.



Use
case 1: Buy a candy 


                                                                             


Casual, concrete
style:


“Go to the machine and push the
button under the Mars bar. It will light up the price on the side. Put in the money.
It will release the candy and drop the change. Bring those back.


If it is out of Mars bars, it will
say “EMPTY”. In that case, choose a Milky Way. If that is also empty, then
never mind, don’t buy anything, and give me back the money.


If it is out of change, it will say,
“EXACT CHANGE ONLY.” But that’s okay – I want the
candy anyway, so, put in the money. It will drop the candy and not give any
change. Just bring me the candy.”


                                                                             


Formal style:


System:                   The
candy machine

Primary Actor:        The customer

Goal Level:             Sea level (user task)


Main success scenario: 


1. Customer selects candy. Machine
shows the price and 

    allows money to be put in.

2. Customer puts in the money.

3. Machine drops the candy and the change.


Extensions:


1a. No more of that candy: 

        Machine shows “Empty” and doesn’t accept money.


1b. No change available in the machine:

        Machine puts up “Exact change required.”


3a. No change available in the machine:

        Machine drops the candy, but not the change.






Use
case 2: Buy a product      


                                                                             


Casual style:


The Clerk identifies the customer, item, and quantity. The
system accepts and queues the order.


If the customer has low credit and is ‘preferred’, the
system gives them credit anyway, otherwise has them pay cash. If stock is low,
the system offers them a rain check.


                                                                             


Formal style:


System:                   Order
Processing System

Primary Actor:        Clerk

Goal Level:             Sea level


Main success scenario: 


1. Clerk identifies customer,
item, quantity.

2. System accepts and queues order.


Extensions:


1a. Customer has low credit but is “preferred”: 

        System gives them credit anyway.


1b. Customer has low credit and is not “preferred”:

        Clerk accepts only prepayment.


2a. Low on stock & customer accepts rain-check:

        Clerk reduces order to available stock level.










 


Use case 3: Get cash with
“Fast Cash”      (casual, concrete style)


Mary, taking her two daughters to the day care center on the
way to work, drives up to the ATM, taps her card on the contactless reader,
enters her PIN code, and selects FAST CASH (USUAL AMOUNT). 


The ATM recalls her usual amount as $35, issues $20 and three
$5 bills plus a receipt showing her account balance after the $35 is debited.
It resets its screens after each transaction so Mary can drive away and not
worry that the next driver will have access to her account. 
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