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Abstract
We reflect on our decade or so of experience advising students, corporate teams and policy makers,
many of whom really just want to have a good time at work and want others to as well. However,
they seem to be embarrassed to say so, they dress their work in the mantle of productivity, and
mostly damage it in the process.

In this short opinion piece, we argue that it is long past time to say goodnight to Taylorism and
ask what models of research aligned to something humane might replace it?
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1 The status quo

For years, programming languages, frameworks, libraries, and environments have been
marketed along the lines of developer productivity, that is, that it will take less time for a
developer to solve the problem with the New Fancy Language (™) than the Old Crufty One
(e.g. [7, 1, 9]). Timing studies have been a staple of UX research since the beginning of the
field (see for example [11]). Influential research frameworks such as Cognitive Dimensions of
Notations originated partially from questions about claims made about the productivity of
visual programming languages compared to textual ones [4].

In the past, we too have participated in these conversations, from reporting times taken
to use new APIs [5], to finding things in code completions [6] and code reviews [10]. And
why wouldn’t we, surely this is in everyone’s best interests? Developers don’t like it when it
takes a long time to get things done, companies don’t like paying them for it, and customers
don’t like paying the companies for it.

Of course, productivity isn’t a uniform thing, we don’t all try and build the same software.
The authors have spent years building data visualisations and CAD tools, and are reasonably
productive at it; but if we needed to write DSP code for a music synthesis tool we wouldn’t
be very quick at it. This is part of what gives rise to hyperbolic descriptions of performance-
associated “rockstars”, “ninjas”, “10x developers” and the like. There are some problems
where a certain threshold of experience is needed to be able to make progress on solving the
problem, and it doesn’t appear to be possible to create a cumulative effect of inexperienced
people to compensate for experienced ones. Hardly a surprise, really.

Very crudely speaking, this concern of the application of scientific methods to improve
the productive output per hour of software developers is known as Scientific Management,
or Taylorism [13]. It is implicitly embedded in a lot of the software industry, from the
productivity tools we’ve alluded to above, to work management strategies like Agile.
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2 What’s the problem then?

So, productivity seems to be a sensible thing to think about, creates mutually aligned benefits
for customers-developers-employers, and is all pervasive. What is there to complain about?

The short answer is that we don’t think many people actually [behave like they] believe
in it. What they actually want to do is to make decisions based on aesthetics, ethics and
taste. They want to have a good time programming. It’s just they’re embarrassed to say
so, and so they dress up their preferences in the garments of productivity in order to seem
serious. Let’s stop doing that.

A key motivation for this essay originates from a recent discussion with a colleague
considering the next steps in their career. They showed the first author a visual programming
language in the node and arc design strategy, and argued that an iteration on the interaction
paradigm was going to result in better productivity.

We think there are good reasons to be sceptical about this. Node and arc programming
languages are as old as the hills – the oldest we could find [2] was published at the same
time as Pygmalion, one of the first and foundational visual programming environments [12].
The ensuing surge in the design of new visual languages, node and arc and otherwise, has
been motivated by claims of being “better” than textual programming languages; yet the
empirical studies that led to Cognitive Dimensions showed serious productivity issues [4].
When the first author worked on the product that would become Autodesk’s Dynamo visual
language [3], he spent a lot of time and effort trying to overcome these pitfalls by exploiting
the isomorphism between visual and textual representations (a feature called “Node to
Code” [8]). Ultimately this work, novel at its time, was mostly useless.

Based on many hours of sitting with people programming in Dynamo, it was clear that
many of them preferred the visual presentation to the textual version (or other supported
textual languages). But they didn’t prefer it because it was quicker for them to use, it often
wasn’t, they preferred it because it felt better. They described it as being comfortable –
they could apply their extensive visual reasoning experience to work with the material. Sure
there was a lot of clickity-clicking to do to fix things – but who cares, they’re architects,
they’re used to needing to perform manual labour to manipulate visual material. They would
rather move arcs and nodes around than deal with the insane pedantry of a compiler, or the
obscure pseudo-linguistic pseudo-mathematical soup that the textual languages gave them.
Architects, seemingly unlike programmers, were sufficiently organisationally effective to be
able to negotiate for a working style they preferred rather than one that was better for their
employers.

Going back to our colleague, when we poked at the argument, they didn’t actually seem
to fundamentally be motivated by productivity either. They’d already built the new system,
not because they wanted to be productive – but just because they wanted to use it! They
were now looking for a way to justify it, but didn’t feel that saying they preferred it was
likely to get them the funding they needed to continue working on it.

3 Productivity claims are (mostly) about politics, not developers

But it doesn’t stop here. Not only are people feeling embarrassed and pressured to dress up
their arguments as productivity claims, productivity claims get bandied around as if they’re
scientific facts. In our experience, they’re mostly not.

Talking to another colleague, they reported a conversation with their management that
went something along the lines of “one of our competitors has just posted on X that they
rewrote their codebase of a million lines in half an hour with AI Tool Of the Moment (™).
Why can’t we do that?”
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The reason why is pretty simple. The original claim was a lie, or in contemporary
terminology “aspirational marketing”. But it’s a very potent lie; it can be used to distract,
demotivate, destabilise your competitors.

Similarly, claims about 5-10x productivity improvement that get bandied about by
frameworks and languages are ridiculous. Let’s take a notional feature of a product that
needs to be developed. In our experience, if in the end it takes a total of, say, 100 hours of
time, 25 of those hours are spent trying to work out what it should do, 25 hours are spent
in meetings motivating, coordinating, synchronising and calibrating the team, 25 hours of
the hours are spent typing in code, and 25 of the hours are spent calibrating it with users,
and fixing what it does. If the productivity improvement of the language was to reduce
the development time to zero, then that’s a 25% productivity improvement, not a 10x one.
Amdahl’s law again.

By far the biggest productivity problem in software development is understanding the
purpose for which the software is being written, and not having to throw it away and do
it again; something that studies of productivity rarely include. We’re not suggesting that
all developer productivity research is bad – we certainly don’t think that is the case. What
were are trying to do is to highlight that the total scope of the professional activities of a
software engineer are wide, varied and complicated.

4 Professionality

So, in order to lend credibility to the macro argument about productivity of programming
languages, we have to move out of scope most of the work of an experienced software engineer,
and focus only on the coding part they do.

But even in this absurdly narrowed scope – we don’t find agreement. Many developers
seem to have an intrinsic dislike of being treated as workers in factories for software. They
keep engaging in pesky behaviours like “building it right”, “wanting to build things that
matter” or “producing quality work”, and no amount of explaining to them about the “net
present value” of their work seems to satisfy them.

Fundamentally we think that this is because they see themselves as having an identity as
a professional as well as a component in a money making machine. They see that professional
commitment as a responsibility to produce some kinds of work over others, even if it isn’t
right for commercial reasons. Just like some prefer a visual presentation, even if it isn’t
productive, some prefer code that isn’t a massive pile of technical debt, even if it isn’t what
they were asked for.

5 Why are we embarrassed about all of this?

The picture we’re painting in this essay is one of highly skilled, highly motivated, creative
professionals believing that their craft work has an extra-commercial justification. Why
would this be something to be embarrassed about?

It seems to us that software developers feel vulnerable. Despite being in one of the most
revenue generating industries in history, they feel like their enjoyment at work has to be
on the basis of a capitalist intent, whilst simultaneously knowing that this is an inversion
of the role of markets and policies – they’re invented tools to act as human coordination
mechanisms not a priori necessities.

But this feels like it can only be part of the story. We would like to invite a discussion as
to how come we’ve allowed taste, personal preference, purpose and ethics to get relegated so
far down the priority list.

Programming 2025
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6 What to do?

It’s a fine question. Answers on a post-it note, but perhaps, at least to start, we could be a
little bit more sceptical about both how hard it is to optimise the nature of being a cog in a
factory – we’re pretty good cogs already – and whether that is the appropriate aspiration for
someone with 7 years of professional training, or whether perhaps it’s acceptable to want to
enjoy your work instead.
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