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his book describes the COMMON KADS methodology, the
product of a family of knowledge and analysis design support
(KADS) projects spanning the past two
decades. The last of the book’s authors
has been involved in this effort since
the beginning of 1983. Thus, the book
is particularly interesting to those who
have been following their work.
The original motivation for this
work was to develop a tool kit of models and methods for expert system
developers. The approach was based
on two key observations: The first
observation was that expert systems
had to simulate, to some extent,
human behavior to be understandable
to their users and, in cases where they
replaced experts, to integrate smoothly with the existing process in which
they were introduced. The major bottleneck in the effort to make expert
systems like the experts they were
meant to simulate was knowledge engineering, that is, extracting domain-specific knowledge from the “expert’s
head” and representing it in a formal
representation scheme that the system
could interpret. The challenge then
became to facilitate the knowledgeengineering process by designing a
common language between the
knowledge engineer and the domain
expert. This challenge gave rise to the
issue of the vocabulary of this common language. It could not be the
domain knowledge itself because
domains vary a lot. The second key
observation that several research
groups (Steels 1990; McDermott 1988;
Wielinga and Breuker 1986; Clancey
1985; Chandrasekaran 1983) made
independently yet almost simultaneously was that tasks were common
across domains. Indeed, instances of
the diagnosis task can be found in

medicine, car troubleshooting, software debugging, and so on. Identifying generic, domain-independent
tasks, formalizing task representation,
elucidating the role of the task in eliciting domain-specific knowledge, and
standardizing the design and development of expert systems then became
the major research problems of the
field.
The COMMONKADS methodology, as
it has evolved through the years, consists of three main components: First,
it proposes a modeling framework for
representing and analyzing tasks, the
domain knowledge used to perform
them, the agents who perform them,
and the communication aspects of
tasks performed by different agents.
Second, it offers a set of task templates
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that can be used as initial approximations of specific tasks in a particular
domain of interest. Third, it prescribes
a set of activities for developing software systems in the overall context of
an organization, its current processes,
and its needs. There are three knowledge-modeling activities: (1) knowledge identification, (2) knowledge
specification, and (3) knowledge
refinement. During the first activity,
the knowledge analyst is expected to
become sufficiently familiar with the

domain that he/she can identify the
potentially reusable task- and domainrelated templates. Knowledge specification, includes the task decomposition and the specification of the
domain information types and knowledge bases. The task decomposition
can be guided by selecting to reuse
some of the previously identified task
templates. Finally, during knowledge
refinement, the models are validated
through simulation on paper or with
prototyping, and the knowledge bases
are refined. Depending on how familiar the analyst is with the domain,
these activities might have to be performed repeatedly, and subsequent
activities might provide feedback for
corrections or extensions to the products of earlier ones.
The book is intended for practitioners in knowledge management. The
terms intellectual capital and knowledge
assets have become commonplace.
Increasingly more organizations recognize that there is value in the
knowledge implicitly embedded in
their current business processes, and
the question is how to tap into this
hidden resource and how to manage it
so its return can be maximized. Practitioners in the field will find that the
COMMONKADS methodology can provide an initial answer to this question.
It deals in a comprehensive manner
with the problem of identifying
knowledge assets, whether they lie in
the artifacts that the current processes
manipulate, the agents performing
them, or the communication between
them. It also offers support for restructuring these processes using the standard task templates. In this way, the
book can guide the process of making
implied knowledge explicit and
embodying it in well-architected new
or reengineered systems. The problem
of evaluating the impact of such
changes and making further decisions
about the evolution of the process is
always more complex, but analysis
and rationalization of the current status is a big step in the right direction.
More generally, practitioners of traditional software engineering might
also find this book of interest, especially because the iterative COMMONKADS process resembles the spiral
model for the software life cycle; in
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fact, chapter 15 on project management elaborates on the parallels
between them. The COMMONKADS
activities closely correspond with
requirements analysis, requirements
specification, and design. The other
bridge between the book and the
object-oriented software-engineering
audience is the adoption of a subset of
UML (unified modeling language) for
representing CommonKADS models
because the COMMONKADS methodology does not have its own notation.
The book could also be used as a
text for a course in information systems. It is well organized, and the
authors identify road maps for audiences with different main interests,
such as knowledge analyst, knowledge
manager, developer, and project manager. Every chapter starts with a summary of the key points and concludes
with a section of pointers to related
work. The book has quite a few case
studies to put the proposed framework
in perspective. There are short case
studies dispersed in several of the
chapters, each discussed in terms of
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the points introduced by the chapter
they belong in. In addition, chapter 10
contains a case study illustrating the
use of the COMMONKADS analysis
models and methods. Finally, there is
an associated web address that contains exercises, demo systems, tools,
and course slides.1
The book represents a whole area of
research that has matured, relevant
not only to today’s development
issues but also highly applicable.
Whether as a textbook or as a projectplanning and management method,
the book will shed useful insights on
the process of building knowledgeintensive systems.

Note
1. www.commonkads.uva.nl.
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