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Contests as an Alternative Approach
to SE Empirical Studies in Industry

The Plat_ Forms Case
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Plat Forms

Which characteristic properties of product or
process typically emerge from using a specific
web development platform that differ from
those of (some) other platforms?

* A set of three exploratory quasi experiments
* Presented to the outside world as a contest
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Let’s start with an introduction into what Plat_Forms is and what we want to answer with it.

With Plat_Forms we want to answer,
…

It’s designed as

…

… and each execution went like this (next slide)
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Within 2 days

3-4 teams per platform, each consisting of

3 professional developers, professional meaning that each team member works as a developer for a living

All at the same time at the same location

Worked on the same task given as a very detailed specification document with functional and non-functional requirements, requirement priorities, and a few constraints

At the end of the two days, teams had to deliver a virtual machine running the team’s implementation of a small web application, the source code, and the version archive, as well as a questionnaire a few days later.
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Advantages of Contests

+ Easy acquisition of participating companies
+ High level of control

+ Easy data collection

+ Large number of organizations

+ Larger task
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If all goes well, the contest format provides us with the following advantages:

Companies know the exact extent of commitment (e.g. 3 developers for 2 days vs. unknown for on-site study)

Collecting data is easy but needs to be planned thoroughly. Data not collected is often not recoverable after the end of the contest. E.g. answering questions coming up during the evaluation not always possible

Larger task than possible in on-site field experiments with task replication
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Disadvantages of Contests

- Development detached from normal context
- Few workplace-specific effects
- Danger of false positives
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But contests also have some possible disadvantages:
1 … i.e. can’t observe your subjects in their normal context, only greenfield (in the Plat_Forms case) or development from a certain well-defined starting point is possible
2 … 
3 Participant self-selection might cause false positives (fishing for significance)
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Plat Forms Results and Problems

v Adequate number of teams of fairly similar
quality

v"Uncovered some platform differences

I Two team mishaps
I High evaluation effort
I High amount of expertise required
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9 in 2007, 16 in 2011, 8 in 2012
… but I won’t go into details here, most of it is covered in our previous publications
One team in 2007 used immature technology. One team in 2011 consisted of backend developers only and none of them was quite comfortable with creating a HTML GUI
High heterogenity of technologies, some evaluations, such as dynamic runtime profiling, not possible at all
…
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Conclusions

e Consider contests for data collection
— Reduces data collection effort

— Broadens the set of organizations that go into the
data

— But detaches the work from its normal context

o Self-selection can be useful
— Whenever sociological aspects must be considered
« Almost always the case in SE

— But beware of fishing for significance
« Correlations may be purely chance
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People with a preference for one group will have different preferences and attitudes than people from another group.
Example: Perl’s “there is more than one way to do it” vs. Pythons “there should be one—and preferably only one—obvious way to do it” philosophy
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