Once again, with the recent releases of Word Perfect and MS Word, we are facing new products dropped on the market that are oozing with bugs.  And these are not minor little bugs found on the edges - Word screws up simple word wrap.  Guys, this is THE basic function of a word processor.


So we now face the obligatory frenzy of reports in the media decrying the state of the programs.  We will get the P.R. and marketing machines at the software companies giving us the impression that really nothing is wrong.  And in all of this the poor user is left trying to use the program.


And what do we get from these new programs?  A lot of new features that we might need.  But what does it cost us?  We have to learn how to work around a whole new set of bugs.  Where’s the gain for the user?


I’m sick of this entire mess.  I’m sick that every advancement in the programs I use actually costs me days in getting that new program to work with my other programs.  And usually the improvements don’t pay for the days lost switching to the new version.





But there’s a difference between me and most of the others complaining.  I’m a software developer and have been one for quite some time.  I’m one of the ones responsible for this mess.  And the dirty secret that we have all been hiding is that this is all avoidable.


That’s right, all this talk about how bugs just can’t be helped is utter bull-shit.  You don’t need to suffer, and more importantly, I don’t need to suffer.  So why do we have them?


There are a couple of reasons.  Let’s go after the media first.  Right now the articles all concentrate on the bug lists.  But in 6 months, when the reviews come out, there will be nary a word about bugs.  Instead, the most important thing will be FEATURES.  Which word processor can put addresses on postcards with the fewest key strokes.  Secondarily will come usability and documentation.  And no mention will be made of bugs.


So, a rock solid Word Processor with the best user interface (that doesn’t automatically handle addresses on postcards)  could conceivably be the lowest rated product.  Although for most users who don’t care about the esoteric features, this rock solid product is probably their best choice.


And most people who purchase the products, especially those making large purchases for entire companies, follow the lead of the trade rags.  After all, it’s a lot easier to defend buying the highest rated product when everyone bitches about how it crashes their machines daily.





But the real blame rests with the software companies.  When we program we are not expected to write bug free code.  In fact we are encouraged not to.  A developer given 5 features to implement will be given a bad review for implementing 4 fully and with no bugs and not getting the fifth done.  A developer who gets all 5 completed, albeit with numerous bugs reported against them, will receive a good review.  After all he got his work completed.


The most common measurement by management is work completed.  Occasionally feature design will be taken into account.  In the last several years I have worked with ONE manager who measures how robust the solutions were.  On the other hand, I have seen a Vice President review long distance calls made by each developer.


When I suggested to one Dev Lead that we should change the approach, that we should concentrate on delivering a rock solid product and then include the features we had time for, I was told that that was not the proper approach to take.  The inviolate pieces were the delivery date and the feature list.


At the same time, most managers seem incapable of reducing bug counts.  I have been in innumerable meetings where the managers have begged the developers to please fix one bug a day.  No insistence on a fix rate.  Absolutely no discussion on not creating more bugs.  Just a plea to please fix the existing bugs.


And these same managers (Development Leads and Program Managers alike)  had no concept of how to accomplish this.  There was a plea for ideas (nothing major came up).  There was the threat that if they didn’t do a good job their next assignment wouldn’t be fun.  And there was the carrot that shipping a product would lead to a higher stock price.


So we take students fresh out of school and we teach them one thing - your worth is measured solely by how fast you implement features.  And unstated, but a loud & clear corollary, is that of course bugs will creep in in this process and it’s not the fault of the programmer.


After all, to measure a programmer who is delivering solid code requires that the manager really has a handle on the code the programmer is producing.  That’s a lot more work than checking features off of a list.  And it requires a manager who understands what each programmer is doing - i.e., someone capable of doing the work himself.


Programmers have come to view bugs as something that creep in while they aren’t looking.  And that if they expend enough effort, the bugs will go away.  They do not view them as a direct consequence of their programming and they rarely feel personally responsible for eliminating them.


The best example of this is MS Mail which shipped with a large number of significant bugs.  In a letter in the internal Microsoft News an employee complained about shipping such a buggy product.  Now this could have been answered that competitive pressure from Lotus and others required an early shipment.  It could have been answered that it was better than the alternatives out at the time.  There are a number of other reasons one could choose to ship early.


However, the response from the Mail team was that THE PRODUCT WAS ROCK SOLID.  Now there was no way anyone who had been using the product for some time would believe this.  And this was an internal response so there was no need to worry about the press picking up on this.  There was no reason to fake it.


But, from the tome of the response, I’d say the respondent, from the Mail team, sincerely believed that the product was rock solid.  The reply was indignant that anyone would question this.





At the same time, practices and tools exist to help eliminate a large number of the bugs out there.  Yet how much are they used.  There are books that discuss how to avoid many types of bugs.  How many programmers have read even one of them?  And how many in management care if their developers have read them?  (Hint - having the book on the shelf is not enough - you need to read and practice what is in the book).


There is a primary conference for PC software developers called Software Development.  They have numerous classes on writing programs in C++, using OLE, different areas of Windows programming, and more.  And they have companion classes on managing software development, designing products, User Interface, and more.  And in those hundreds of classes, not one on eliminating bugs in your code.


There are programs like Bounds Checker, SmartHeap, and MemCheck.  How many programmers even know what they are, much less use them?  How many development groups insist that they, or an equivalent product, be used?  These products will find numerous bugs for very little effort - so what is the excuse for not using them?


I’ll tell you why.  We’ve gotten fat and lazy.  We keep doing things the same old way.  There is actually a fear about trying new methods.  We’ve become large American corporations where having things run smoothly is more important than having things run well.





The really sad thing is that these practices won’t be changed without outside pressure.  I have seen managers actually resist some practices that would help find more bugs - they are already scared that they can’t fix all the bugs already found.  And the concern of most managers is being able to ship - not if the product is actually stable enough to ship.


SmartHeap found memory leaks in the Microsoft Foundation Classes.  This means that any application written using MFC (and that’s a lot of applications) will take memory from Windows that it will not return - EVERY ONE.  Yet, when this was reported to the Manager of the AFX group, he was upset that it was brought up and had no interest in using SmartHeap to track down additional memory leaks.


No, the pressure has to come from outside.  When the primary item driving a review rating is the robustness of a product.  When the buying decisions are made on this same robustness.  When the media starts reporting and the buyers start investigating the programming practices of each company.


And I see a simple way to start.  Several years ago the computer magazines refused to give approval to any product that had copy protection.  What if they now refused to give approval to any Windows application that generated errors running on the debug version of Windows or under Bounds Checker?


Simple tests.  Simple answers.  And do you really want to use a product that can’t pass these tests - even if it can print addresses on a postcard in fewer keystrokes?





The author of this article requested that we run this without his name so he can continue to work as a developer.  He is presently happily working for a software company that does do its best to ship rock solid products.
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