Social and Human Aspects of Software Engineering

Helen Sharp

The people-intensive nature of software engineering has been understood for some
time. Curtis et al [1] cite a number of studies in a variety of contexts demonstrating
"the substantial impact of behavioural (i.e. human and organisational) factors on
software productivity", while [2] believe that software companies are particularly
vulnerable to people problems. Despite this recognition, however, McDermid and
Bennett [3] argue that the neglect of people factors in software engineering research
has had a detrimental impact on progress in software engineering.

There is much to be learned from quantitative empirical studies of software
engineering that focus on the code and software process artifacts, but we should not
focus on these to the detriment of studies that investigate human and social aspects of
software engineering. Such studies may be quantitative or qualitative in nature, and
they may be field-based or experimental. For example, experimental studies may seek
to investigate the effects of different support tools or other work artifacts on an
individual’s performance or cognitive workload; field studies may seek to understand
better the information flows around and within a team of agile software developers.

Conducting such studies and analyzing the results in a meaningful way is likely to
require collaboration with researchers from social and cognitive sciences, but I
believe that the insights to be gained are substantial.

In my own work I conduct qualitative studies ‘in the wild’, working with
practitioners and real business problems. This approach has its drawbacks, including
issues of repeatability and generalisability. One way to address these drawbacks is to
perform multiple studies and look for similarities. Another approach is to use these
exploratory studies to identify hypotheses that can then be pursued through more
focused experimental studies.

My current work focuses on agile software teams (e.g. [5]) and motivation in
software engineering; previous work has focused on software quality management
systems, and object-oriented development (e.g. 4). In each case, I have stressed the
people and their goals rather than the technology they are using.
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