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Abstract—Software Engineering is a highly collaborative activity in which knowledge about the work context is essential to
collaborate effectively. Acquiring such knowledge is difficult in
a distributed setting, since developers have to manually analyze,
filter and combine available information in order to acquire a
sufficient level of awareness. Therefore, it seems beneficial to
construct a mechanism which automatically regulates information
based on both the current activity of a software engineer and the
importance of the new information. In this paper we present an
Estimate-Talk-Estimate study, with experienced software engineers, in which we studied both (i) what information software
engineers want to know immediately and (ii) when software
engineers do not mind to be interrupted with such information.
The main findings include a list of information items which
software engineers want to be immediately informed about, and
a list of activities during which software engineers prefer not to
be interrupted.
Keywords—Global Software Engineering, Awareness, Virtual
Office Walls, Information, Interruptions, Estimate-Talk-Estimate
Study

I.

I NTRODUCTION

Software engineers need information about the context in
which they are working to be able to collaborate effectively
with their colleagues [1], [2]. In the traditional co-located
setting all information is available in a single place, the
office building, and is exchanged relatively passively and
unobtrusively between all employees present at that location
[1], [3], [4]. In a distributed setting, however, this information can only be exchanged by using technological support.
The (Global) Software Engineering community has developed
many technological solutions to support globally dispersed
teams in performing their tasks [5], [6]. However, most of these
solutions only support a specific type of information and this
information cannot be processed by other solutions directly [5].
Therefore, global software engineers have to manually analyze,
filter and combine available information to acquire a sufficient
level of awareness.
To exchange awareness information relatively passively and
unobtrusively in a distributed setting as well, this analytical
process of accessing, combining and filtering available information needs to be automated [3]. In essence we need a
mechanism which regulates information based on the context
it encloses: ’Virtual Office Walls’ [3]. Such ’Virtual Office
Walls’ have the potential to filter the information, noises and
distractions software engineers face in a co-located setting.
These auto-erecting walls are unfeasible in real life, but can
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be created in tooling for (global) software engineers, since
such tooling has access to information on what everyone is
working on. In this paper we focus on what information
software engineers want to know immediately and during
which activities they prefer not to be interrupted. As such the
goal of this paper is:
”To find out how to regulate information available to
software engineers based on both the importance of that
information and the current interruptibility of the engineer”.
This paper is structured as follows. First in section II
we discuss background information and related work of this
research. Following this, in section III we discuss the method
of data collection we used in this study. Subsequently, we
present the findings and results in section IV and V. In section
VI, we reflect on these findings and discuss the most important
results. Next, in section VII, we discuss the threats to the
validity of this study. Finally, we present the conclusions of
this research and discuss future research in section VIII.
II.

BACKGROUND AND R ELATED W ORK

Software Engineering is a highly collaborative activity
in which knowledge about the context in which you are
working is essential to properly collaborate with others [1],
[2]. Having access to such knowledge, in literature referred to
as ’awareness’ [7], is essential since software engineers need
to coordinate their effort to produce a functional system. In
the traditional co-located setting this information is exchanged
relatively passively and unobtrusively [1], [4], so much of
this information is naturally propagated to all the members
of the team. In a distributed setting, however, sharing such
information becomes unfeasible without technological support
[8]. Therefore, the (Global) Software Engineering community
has developed many solutions to provide globally dispersed
teams with all the information they might need. Both [5] and
[9] provide an overview of some of the tools used for Global
Software Engineering. These developments have led to one
of the main challenges in the context of GSE, the lack of
integration [5].
When all information is integrated into a single solution,
software engineers need to abstract useful information without
experiencing an overload of information. Tell et al. [10]
propose to use the Activity Theory to both structure and
describe activities in software engineering processes. This
makes it possible to determine what information is relevant
when performing a specific collaborative task. However, this

does not imply software engineers should be immediately
informed of this information. Because interrupting software
developers during their work can significantly reduce a developer’s efficiency [11].
III.

M ETHOD

The goal of this study is: ”To find out how to regulate
information available to software engineers based on both the
importance of that information and the current interruptibility
of the engineer”. To be able to reach this goal we identified
the following research questions:
RQ 1.
RQ 2.

”What information do software engineers want to
know immediately?”
”During which activities do software engineers prefer
to be interrupted to provide them with information?”

The outcomes of these two research questions could be
contradicting. Since, on the one hand, it is likely participants
indicate that they are interested in direct updates of information. On the other hand, it is also likely that they prefer
not be interrupted at that specific time. Therefore we are also
interested in the following research question:
RQ 3.

”What information do software engineers want to
know immediately, even though they are performing
an activity during which they prefer not to be interrupted?”

Fig. 1 provides a visual representation of these three
research questions, in which their mutual relationship is shown.
These research questions span a wide range of domains,
since we are interested in (i) information items useful to software engineers, (ii) common activities of software engineers,
(iii) the distinction between information of which software
engineers do want or do not want to be immediately informed,
and finally (iv) the distinction between activities during which
software engineers prefer to be or prefer not to be interrupted.

Because the focus of this research is on differentiating between
what information software engineers do want or do not want
to know immediately and differentiating between activities
during which software engineers prefer to be or prefer not
to be interrupted, we decided to use the information items
and activities defined in a generic life cycle model. We have
looked at several of these models, including the CMMI for
development, ISO 12207. IEEE 1074 and MIL 498, and
could not identify significant differences considering the goal
of this study. We chose to use the CMMI for development
model[12], because its practice oriented design and because we
expect the used terminology best matches with the industrial
experts. In the CMMI for development five process areas
are defined: Requirements Development, Technical Solution,
Verification, Validation and Product Integration. These process
areas consists of multiple specific goals which all describe an
unique characteristic that must be present to satisfy this area.
These specific goals in turn, consist of multiple practices which
are important activities to achieve the associated goal.
Now we have a structured list of information items and
activities, we have to find out what information software
engineers want to know immediately and during which activities they do not mind to be interrupted. Therefore, we
use a structured communication technique which allows study
participants to systematically deal with these issues. We use
the Estimate-Talk-Estimate method [13]. The main reason to
use this method is that decisions made by a structured group
of individuals are more accurate than individual judgments
[13]. Another reason to use this method is that a combination
of nominal and interacting group processes is desirable in
judgmental problem solving [14], [15], [13]. In the remainder
of this section we describe the criteria used to select study
participants and the process we used to gather the empirical
data.
A. Members of the group of participants
Participants in a Estimate-Talk-Estimate study are asked to
provide reasons for their decisions and to respond to the decisions made by the other participants. Based on this information
participants can revise their opinions. Therefore, it is essential
the members of this expert study have different backgrounds
so they can provide each other with new information[16]. This
makes choosing the appropriate subjects an important step in
the entire process because it directly relates to the quality of
the results generated [17].
We used the following criteria to select the members of the
group of participants:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Figure 1.

Mutual relationship of the research questions

At least five years of experience in global software
engineering
Currently working as a software engineer (e.g. architect, tester, designer or programmer)
Currently working at least half of the time on software engineering tasks
Masters the English language
Ability to conceptually argue about global software
engineering

Selecting study participants based on one ore more characteristics is called purposive sampling [18]. We initially send out
an invitation to 37 software engineers who met these criteria.

TABLE I
M EMBERS OF THE GROUP OF PARTICIPANTS
Expert
1

Role
Technical Lead

2
3

Engineer
Engineer

4

Technical Lead

5

Project Manager

6

Engineer

7

Architect

8

Engineer

9

Engineer

10

Architect

Professional background
Working in a large team of about 50 people spanning
locations in the Netherlands, India, Scotland and
Ukraine
Working in a small distributed team of 3 people
Working in a small distributed team of 6 developers
mainly working from home.
Working at a large department with over 200 people, spanning multiple locations: The Netherlands,
Belgium, USA, Ukraine and Malaysia
Working in a large team of about 60 people in
Amsterdam, working together with departments in
New York, San Jose, and Kiev
Working in a small distributed spanning two locations: Delft and Kiev
Working in a large team of about 50 people spanning
four locations: Delft, Moscow, Houston and Albuquerque
Working in a small distributed teams ranging from
3 to 6 developers
Working in a small distributed team of 7 people
working from home 1 or 2 days a week
Working in a small distributed team of 6 developers
mainly working from home

We also asked them to forward the invite to other software
engineers that meet this profile, however we only allowed up to
two participants of the same company. Finally, ten participants
were willing to participate in this study, see table I. This
number of participants corresponds to the number of experts
recommended for a Delphi panel [17].
B. Estimate-Talk-Estimate approach
An Estimate-Talk-Estimate study [13] has much in common with a regular Delphi study [19]. Both studies rely on
a panel of experts who answer multiple questions in two or
more rounds. After each round the forecasts of the experts
and the reasoning behind their judgments are discussed to
encourage the experts to revise their earlier answers based
on the argumentation of others. The goal of both studies is
to reach consensus on a predefined list of items. The main
difference between these two studies is that in a Delphi study
a facilitator provides an anonymous summary of the expert’s
judgments after which the experts can revise their judgments
anonymously, while in the Estimate-Talk-Estimate study all
judgments are visible to everyone and the experts discuss
their judgments with each other. We have chosen to use
an Estimate-Talk-Estimate approach since it is expected that
interactive group processes contribute to a higher quality of
the estimates. In their research Gustafson et al. [13] emphasize
written feedback appears to lead to a reduction in the quality
of estimates.

questionnaire1 . The questionnaire consists of two parts. In the
fist half, participants were asked to order the practices from
most important to least important and distinguish between
practices of which they want to be or not want to be immediately informed. In the second half the participants were asked
to order the practices based on how disturbing an interruption
would be and distinguish between practices during which they
prefer to be or prefer not to be interrupted. After this round
classifications of practices were accepted if at least 80% of
the experts agreed with each other. So, even if a majority of
participants, either six out of ten or seven out of ten, agreed
with each other we did not accepted that classification as strong
enough.
The resulting practices, on which no consensus was
reached, were considered in ’Round 2’. ’Round 2’,’Round 3’
and ’Round 4’ consist of two parts and were conducted during
a two-hour meeting at the Delft University of Technology
in the Netherlands. During this meeting both authors were
present. One of the authors took the role of moderator while
the other took notes. The second round started with a detailed
description2 of the practice at hand, to clarify its meaning.
Next, the experts were asked to classify this practice. To reduce
the risk of influencing the other participants, we used the
planning poker procedure [20]. Each of the experts lays a
card face down, a zero (’no’) or an one (’yes’), representing
their estimate. Next, they all simultaneously call out their card
by turning them over. Again classifications are accepted if
at least 80% of the experts agreed with each other. ’Round
3’ and ’Round 4’ started with a time-boxed discussion in
which both arguments in favor of and arguments against being
informed immediately or being interrupted were discussed.
During these discussions, the moderator had to ensure that
everyone participated and had a chance to speak [21]. To
stimulate an evenly contribution of the participants, we first
provided the minority of the group the opportunity to explain
their judgments, after which the majority of the group had
the chance to explain their judgments ’Round 3’. In ’Round
4’ first the majority of the group was given the opportunity
to convince the others, after which the minority of the group
had the chance to respond. Both rounds were concluded by
a re-estimation of the current practice. Table II outlines, the
total number of practices, the number of practices on which
consensus was reached, and the number of practices on which
no consensus was reached for each of the four rounds.
Finally, in the ’Post-Round’ the study participants remotely
completed a questionnaire3 . In this questionnaire we asked
some general questions, process related questions and research
related questions about the introduced contradictions. We
asked the participants to indicate both (i) what information they
want to know immediately, even though they are performing

The Estimate-Talk-Estimate study we conducted consists of
multiple rounds to reach consensus, see Fig. 2. During ’Round
1’, the members of the expert group remotely completed a

TABLE II
R ESULTS OF THE E STIMATE -TALK -E STIMATE STUDY
Number of practices
Accepted practices
Undecided practices
1 See

Rounds of the study

Round 2
53
31
22

http://aspic.nl/vow/questionnaire.pdf
http://aspic.nl/vow/practices.pdf
3 See http://aspic.nl/vow/post-questionnaire.pdf
2 See

Figure 2.

Round 1
80
27
53

Round 3
22
9
13

Round 4
13
3
10

an activity during which they prefer not to be interrupted,
and (ii) whether or not they prefer to be interrupted with
information they want to know immediately, even though they
are performing an activity during which they prefer not to be
interrupted. The participants already reached consensus on six
of the twelve practices after this initial round (’Post-Round’).
IV.

F INDINGS E STIMATE -TALK -E STIMATE S TUDY

To structure the findings of the Estimate-Talk-Estimate
study, we use the engineering process areas defined in the
CMMI, namely, Requirements Development, Technical Solution, Verification, Validation and Product Integration [12]. For
each of these process areas we briefly describe its purpose,
goals and practices. Subsequently, we discuss for each of the
practices (i) whether or not software engineers want to be
informed of such information immediately and (ii) whether or
not software engineers prefer to be interrupted while performing activities corresponding to the practice at hand. The results
of these classifications are presented in a uniform fashion to
provide the reader with a clear overview of the results. A
complete overview of the classifications of all rounds can be
found online4 . An illustrative example of such a representation
is shown in Fig. 3.
This figure shows some illustrative classifications we have
made for some of the activities you perform in the morning
before carpooling to work with a colleague. This representation
consists of two parts. The first part is a table summarizing both
the results of what information about your colleague you want
to know immediately, and the results of the classifications of
activities during which you do not mind to be interrupted. In
the second column the results of what information about your
colleague you want to know immediately is shown. In this
column a ’3-sign’ indicates that the participants agreed they
want to be informed immediately of information regarding the
Practice
P 1. Waking up
P 2. Taking a shower
P 3. Having breakfast
P 4. Leaving your home to go to work

Inf
?
7
3
3

Int
7
7
?
3

(a) Table containing both [Inf] Information you want to know immediately
when carpooling to work, and [Int] Activities during which you do not mind
to be Interrupted

(b) Visualization of the results
Figure 3. Illustrative classification of morning activities before carpooling to
work with a colleague
4 See

http://aspic.nl/vow/classifications.pdf

associated practice. A ’7-sign’, however, indicates they do not
want to be informed immediately. When the participants did
not agree with each other and have not reached consensus a ’?sign’ is used to indicate this. In the third column the results of
the activities during which software engineers do not mind to
be interrupted are summarized. A ’3-sign’ indicates that they
agreed they do not mind to be interrupted at that moment, a ’7sign’ indicates thy prefer not to be interrupted and a ’?-sign’
again indicates they did not reach consensus. The second part
of this representation is a figure which visualizes the results
of both classifications. In this figure each circle represents
a single practice. The radius of the circle is used to depict
whether or not the experts want to be immediately informed
of information regarding the practice. A small radius indicates
that the experts do not want to be immediately informed of that
practice. A large radius, however, indicates that the experts do
want to be immediately informed of that practice. When the
circle has a small radius, is not filled and has a dashed border,
the participants did not agree with each other. The location
of the circle, in turn, depicts whether or not you prefer to
be interrupted. A circle in the upper area concerns a practice
during which you do not mind to be interrupted. A circle in the
bottom area concerns a practice during which you prefer not to
be interrupted. When a circle is placed on the border between
these two areas the participants did not reach consensus about
that practice.
A. Requirements Development
The first engineering process area we discuss is ’Requirements Development’. The purpose of this area is to elicit, analyze and establish customer, product and product component
requirements [12]. The practices of this area belong to one of
the following three goals:
SG 1
SG 2
SG 3

Develop Customer Requirements
Stakeholder needs are translated into a set of customer requirements
Develop Product Requirements
Customer requirements are translated into a set of
product requirements
Analyze and Validate Requirements
Analyze and validate both the customer and product
requirements with respect to the end user his intended
environment

1) Information updates: Firstly, we asked the participants
to order the practices based on importance, regardless of their
current activity, and differentiate between the practices of
which they want to be informed immediately and the practices
of which they do not. The results of these classifications,
after four rounds, are shown in Fig. 4a. In this table it can
been seen that participants of the study indicated that they
only want to be informed of new information regarding the
establishment of product and product component requirements
(SP 2.1). Furthermore, it can be seen that participants do not
have to be informed immediately of new information regarding
practice SP 1.1, SP 1.2, SP 2.2, SP 3.1, SP 3.2, SP 3.3 and
SP 3.5. Finally, the participants did not reach consensus on SP
2.3 and SP 3.4.
During the face-to-face meeting a extensive discussion
took place about practice SP 2.3 on which no consensus was

reached. The arguments used in favor of being immediately
informed about identifying interface requirements focus on the
urgency of this kind of information. One of the participants
said: ”I want to be informed immediately when such information becomes available”. Arguments used against this practice
focus on the fact that this is not time crucial information, which
can be illustrated by the following statement: ”This kind of
information can wait”. Overall the participants indicated that
whether or not they want to be informed of such information
strongly depends on the impact of the specific interface.
2) Interruptibility: Subsequently, we asked the participants
to order the practices based on how disturbing an interruption
would be while performing activities corresponding to that
practice, regardless of the content of the interruption. Again
we asked the participants to differentiate between practices
during which they do not want to be interrupted and practices
in which it is acceptable to be interrupted. Fig. 4a provides
an overview of the classifications of the practices of the
requirements development area. This table shows that the
participants indicated that they do not want to be interrupted
while performing activities corresponding to elicit stakeholder
needs and validating requirements (SP 1.1 and SP 3.5). Next,
the participants did not reach consensus on practice SP 3.3,
analyzing requirements, while they indicated that they do not
mind to be interrupted during all other practices.
During the discussion the participants unanimous indicated
that they do not want to be interrupted while they are eliciting
the needs of the customer (SP 1.1). They indicated that the
activities corresponding to this practice are mainly of a highly
interactive nature.
Practice
SG 1. Develop Customer Requirements
SP 1.1 Elicit Needs
SP 1.2 Transform Stakeholder Needs into Customer Requirements
SG 2. Develop Product Requirements
SP 2.1 Establish Product and Product Component Requirements
SP 2.2 Allocate Product Component Requirements
SP 2.3 Identify Interface Requirements
SG 3. Analyze and Validate Requirements
SP 3.1 Establish Operational Concepts and Scenarios
SP 3.2 Establish a Definition of Required Functionality and Quality
Attributes
SP 3.3 Analyze Requirements
SP 3.4 Analyze Requirements to Achieve Balance
SP 3.5 Validate Requirements

Inf

Int

7
7

7
3

3
7
?

3
3
3

7
7

3
3

7
?
7

?
3
7

(a) Table containing both [Inf] information software engineers want to know
immediately, and [Int] activities during which software engineers do not mind
to be Interrupted

(b) Visualization of the results
Figure 4.

Requirements Development

B. Technical Solution
The second process area we discuss is the ’Technical
Solution’ area. The purpose of this area is to select, design
and implement solutions to the identified requirements [12].
This area consists of the following three goals:
SG 1
SG 2
SG 3

Select product component solutions
Product or product component solutions are selected
from alternative solutions
Develop the design
Product or product component designs are developed
Implement the product design
Product components are implemented from their designs

1) Information updates: The classifications of the practices
necessary to achieve the goals of the technical solution area
are shown in Fig. 5a. In this table it can been seen that the
participants are interested in new information of four of the
eight practices, namely information about selecting product
component solutions (SP 1.2), designing the product (SP 2.1),
designing the interfaces (SP 2.3) and implementing the design
(SP 3.1).
During the meeting practices SP 1.1 and SP 2.4 were most
discussed. Both practices consist of activities in which multiple
analyses are conducted. On the one hand several possible
solutions are examined (SP 1.1) while on the other hand many
make, buy and reuse analyses are performed (SP 2.4). Some of
the participants argued that they ”definitely want to know such
information immediately, so that they are able to influence the
outcomes” while others argued that they ”do not necessarily
want to be informed of this information immediately, but are
Practice
SG 1. Select Product Component Solutions
SP 1.1 Develop Alternative Solutions and Selection Criteria
SP 1.2 Select Product Component Solutions
SG 2. Develop the Design
SP 2.1 Design the Product or Product Component
SP 2.2 Establish a Technical Data Package
SP 2.3 Design Interfaces Using Criteria
SP 2.4 Perform Make, Buy, or Reuse Analyses
SG 3. Implement the Product Design
SP 3.1 Implement the Design
SP 3.2 Develop Product Support Documentation

Inf

Int

?
3

3
3

3
7
3
?

3
3
?
3

3
7

?
3

(a) Table containing both [Inf] information software engineers want to know
immediately, and [Int] activities during which software engineers do not mind
to be Interrupted

(b) Visualization of the results
Figure 5.

Technical Solution

particularly interested in the choices being made”.
2) Interruptibility: Also for this area, we asked the participants to indicate during which activities they do not mind
to be interrupted. It is interesting to note that for none of the
activities needed to satisfy this area, the participants indicated
that they prefer not be interrupted.
Furthermore it is noteworthy to mention one of the arguments made during the discussion regarding whether or not you
prefer to be interrupted when you are implementing the design
(SP 3.1). During this discussion some participants indicated
that they were ”in the zone” when they are implementing
specific functionality. They emphasize that interruptions in
such a mental state have a huge impact, since it is extremely
difficult to reach such a mental state again.

Practice
SG 1. Prepare for Verification
SP 1.1 Select Work Products for Verification
SP 1.2 Establish the Verification Environment
SP 1.3 Establish Verification Procedures and Criteria
SG 2. Perform Peer Reviews
SP 2.1 Prepare for Peer Reviews
SP 2.2 Conduct Peer Reviews
SP 2.3 Analyze Peer Review Data
SG 3. Verify Selected Work Products
SP 3.1 Perform Verification
SP 3.2 Analyze Verification Results

Inf

Int

7
7
7

3
3
?

7
7
7

3
3
3

7
3

7
3

(a) Table containing both [Inf] information software engineers want to know
immediately, and [Int] activities during which software engineers do not mind
to be Interrupted

C. Verification
The third engineering process area which we discuss is the
’Verification’ area. The purpose of this area is to ensure that
work products meet their specified requirements [12]. This area
consists of three goals:
SG 1

SG 2

SG 3

Prepare for verification
Preparation for verification to ensure that verification
provisions are embedded in product requirements,
designs, implementation and schedules
Perform peer reviews
Peer reviews involve a methodical examination of
work products to identify defects and recommend
changes
Verify selected work products
Verification methods, procedures and criteria are used
to actually verify selected work products

1) Information updates: The participants of this study
only indicated that they want to be immediately informed of
information regarding the verification results (SP 3.2), as can
been seen in Fig. 6a.
There was, however, a discussion about the information
regarding the analysis of peer review data (SP 2.3). One
of the participants stated that such information is useful to
him, especially when it concerns his own work, and that
he immediately wants to be informed of such information.
Another participant agreed, but said: ”I do not want to be
informed of the results of the peer reviews of everyone else”.
So, overall they indicated that they are not interested in such
information since they are only interested in a specific part of
the information.
2) Interruptibility: The classifications of whether or not
they prefer to be interrupted while performing activities related
to the verification area are also depicted in Fig. 6a. The
participants reached consensus on practice SP 3.1, performing
the verification, for which they agreed they do not want to
be interrupted. The discussion of practice SP 1.3, establish
verification procedures and criteria, resulted in an interesting
finding, namely that the participants use different processes to
establish these procedures and criteria. Some of the participants establish these in close collaboration with the customer
and therefore they would not like to be interrupted. Other
participants establish these procedures and criteria on their own
and therefore do not mind to be interrupted.

(b) Visualization of the results
Figure 6.

Verification

D. Validation
The fourth area we discuss is the ’Validation’ area. The
purpose of this engineering area is to demonstrate that a
product fulfills its intended use [12]. This area consists of two
goals:
SG 1

SG 2

Prepare for validation
Preparation for validation include selecting products
for validation and establishing and maintaining the
validation environment
Validate product or product components
Validation methods, procedures and criteria are used
to actually validate selected work products

1) Information updates: The classifications of the validation practices are very similar to the classification of the
verification practices, see Fig. 7a. Again, the participants
indicated that they do not want to be informed immediately of
information regarding the preparation of the validation process
(SP 1.1, SP 1.2 and SP 1.3). While they do want be notified
of information about the analysis of the results (SP 2.2).
2) Interruptibility: It is interesting to see that for none of
the practices of the validation area the participants indicated
that they prefer not be interrupted. The only practice on which
they did not reach consensus is practice SP 2.1, performing
the actual validation. Some of the participants argued that they
prefer not to be interrupted by colleagues since this process
is performed in close collaboration with the customer. Other
participants, however, argued that they do not mind to be
interrupted. Since, performing the validation can be a timeconsuming activity, which can take days, it is unfeasible not
to be disrupted at all.

Practice
SG 1. Prepare for Validation
SP 1.1 Select Products for Validation
SP 1.2 Establish the Validation Environment
SP 1.3 Establish Validation Procedures and Criteria
SG 2. Validate Product or Product Components
SP 2.1 Perform Validation
SP 2.2 Analyze Validation Results

Inf

Int

7
7
7

3
3
3

7
3

?
3

(a) Table containing both [Inf] information software engineers want to know
immediately, and [Int] activities during which software engineers do not mind
to be Interrupted

Practice
SG 1. Prepare for Product Integration
SP 1.1 Establish an Integration Strategy
SP 1.2 Establish the Product Integration Environment
SP 1.3 Establish Product Integration Procedures and Criteria
SG 2. Ensure Interface Compatibility
SP 2.1 Review Interface Descriptions for Completeness
SP 2.2 Manage Interfaces
SG 3. Assemble Product Components and Deliver the Product
SP 3.1 Confirm Readiness of Product Components for Integration
SP 3.2 Assemble Product Components
SP 3.3 Evaluate Assembled Product Components
SP 3.4 Package and Deliver the Product or Product Component

Inf

Int

7
7
7

3
3
3

7
3

3
3

7
7
3
7

3
?
3
3

(a) Table containing both [Inf] information software engineers want to know
immediately, and [Int] activities during which software engineers do not mind
to be Interrupted

(b) Visualization of the results
Figure 7.

Validation
(b) Visualization of the results

E. Product Integration
Finally, we discuss the ’Product Integration’ area. The
purpose of this area is to assemble the product from the product
components, ensure that the product fulfills all requirements,
and deliver the product [12]. This area consists of the following
three goals:
SG 1

SG 2

SG 3

Prepare for product integration
Preparation for product integration includes establishing an integration strategy, the integration environment and the integration procedures and criteria.
Ensure product interface compatibility
Effective management of product component interfaces helps ensure that implemented interfaces will
be complete and compatible
Assemble product components and deliver the product
Integration of product components proceeds according to the product integration strategy and procedures.

1) Information updates: In Fig. 8a the results of the discussions are shown. In this table it can been seen that the experts
are only interested in direct updates of information regarding
managing interfaces (SP 2.2) and evaluation of assembled
product components (SP 3.3). Again they are less interested
in information about the preparation phase.
2) Interruptibility: Finally, we discuss the classifications
regarding interruptability. The participants reached consensus
for all but one practice. The only practice on which they did not
reach consensus is practice SP 3.2. The two main arguments
in the discussion on this practice regarding assembling product
components are: (i) ”assembling product components is really
important and requires a high level of concentration, so I
do not want to be interrupted” and (ii) ”I do not mind to
be interrupted, since assembling product components does

Figure 8.

Product Integration

not require specialist knowledge”. Overall the participants
concluded that whether or not you prefer to be interrupted
during the assembly of product components strongly depends
on personal preference.
V.

F INDINGS P OST-ROUND

In this section we present the findings of the post questionnaire 5 . The findings related to the first two research
questions are contradicting since, on the one hand, for some
practices the experts indicated that they prefer not to be
interrupted when performing activities corresponding to that
practice, while on the other hand the experts indicated that they
want to be informed of information regarding several practices
immediately. In order to elaborate on the needs of software
engineers, we asked each of the participants to indicate both (i)
what information they want to know immediately, even though
they are performing an activity during which they prefer not
to be interrupted, and (ii) whether or not they prefer to be
interrupted with information they want to know immediately,
even though they are performing an activity during which they
prefer not to be interrupted.
The participants reached consensus on five of the nine
practices regarding the information they want to know immediately. For each of these practices, RD 2.1, TS 3.1, VER
3.2, PI 2.2 and PI 3.3, they agreed they do not want to be
informed immediately when they are performing an activity
during which they prefer not to be interrupted. Furthermore, it
is interesting to note the experts have not yet reached consensus
5 See

http://aspic.nl/vow/post-questionnaire-classifications.pdf

TABLE III
I NFORMATION SOFTWARE ENGINEERS WANT TO KNOW IMMEDIATELY
EVEN THOUGH THEY PREFER NOT TO BE INTERRUPTED

RD
VER

1.1
3.5
3.1

RD
2.1
7
7
7

TS
1.2
7
?
?

2.1
7
?
?

2.3
7
?
?

3.1
7
7
7

VER
3.2
7
7
7

VAL
2.2
7
?
?

PI
2.2
7
7
7

3.3
7
7
7

on a practice of which they do want to be immediately
informed.
We also asked the experts to indicate whether or not they
prefer to be interrupted with information they want to know
immediately, even though they are performing an activity
during which they prefer not to be interrupted. The only
practice on which the experts reached consensus is practice SP
1.1 in the area of requirements development. They agreed they
prefer not be interrupted while performing activities related to
this practice even if it concerns information of which they want
to be informed immediately.
These results are combined in table III. In this table
a ’7-sign’ indicates software engineers do not want to be
immediately informed of information regarding the practice
depicted in the column, while they are performing activities
corresponding to the practice depicted in the row. A ’?- sign’
indicates the participants have not yet reached consensus.
Currently, the participants have not reached consensus on a
practice of which they want to be immediately informed.
VI.

D ISCUSSION

In this section we reflect on the findings and discuss the
most important results of this study.
Firstly, we discuss what information software engineers
want to know immediately, see table IV. From the figures in
the previous section it can be seen that participants of our study
only want to be informed immediately of roughly one quarter
of the practices. It is interesting to notice that the experts
want to be informed immediately of at least one practice
of each of the five process areas. For each of these areas,
they are mainly interested in direct updates of information
regarding completed artifacts (e.g. requirements, design and
verification results), and are less interested in direct updates of
information concerning the procedures used and environment
needed to construct these artifacts. Another interesting result is
the distribution of the practices, of which the participants want
to be informed immediately, over the process areas. Nearly
half of these practices belong to the technical solution area.
TABLE IV
I NFORMATION SOFTWARE ENGINEERS WANT TO KNOW IMMEDIATELY
Area
Requirement Development
Technical Solution
Technical Solution
Technical Solution
Technical Solution
Verification
Validation
Product Integration
Product Integration

Practice
SP 2.1 Establish Product and Product Component
Requirements
SP 1.2 Select Product Component Solutions
SP 2.1 Design the Product or Product Component
SP 2.3 Design Interfaces Using Criteria
SP 3.1 Implement the Design
SP 3.2 Analyze Verification Results
SP 2.2 Analyze Validation Results
SP 2.2 Manage Interfaces
SP 3.3 Evaluate Assembled Product Components

Figure 9.

Summary of the process areas

Participants are not only interested in the implementation itself
but are also interested in the selected solutions, the design of
the component and the design of the interfaces. This is shown
in Fig. 9, since we have plotted the ratio of all process areas,
defined as the number of practices of which the participants
want to be immediately informed, and the number of practices
on which the participants reached consensus.
Secondly, we elaborate on research question 2: ”During
which activities do software engineers prefer to be interrupted
to provide them with information?”. The study participants
indicated in general they do not mind to be interrupted while
performing software engineering related activities. They only
reached consensus on three practices during which they prefer
not to be interrupted, see table V. These practices belong to
either the requirements development area or the verification
area (see Fig. 9). The main arguments used to convince others
that they prefer not to be interrupted while performing a
certain activity are (i) the activity is of a high interactive
nature involving customers and therefore you do not want to
be interrupted and (ii) performing the activity requires a high
level of concentration and therefore it is difficult to again reach
this mental state after an interruption. Overall the participants
agreed that whether or not you prefer to be interrupted during
a specific activity strongly depends on the person.
Thirdly, research question 3 elaborates on the needs of
software engineers when they are performing activities during
which they prefer not to be interrupted in general. We asked the
participants to indicate both (i) what information they want to
know immediately, even though they are performing an activity
during which they prefer not to be interrupted, and (ii) whether
or not they prefer to be interrupted with information they
want to know immediately, even though they are performing
an activity during which they prefer not to be interrupted.
The initial results of these questions indicate that software
engineers do not want to be informed immediately when they
are performing an activity during which they do not want to
be interrupted.
TABLE V
ACTIVITIES DURING WHICH ENGINEERS PREFER NOT TO BE INTERRUPTED
Area
Requirement Development
Requirement Development
Verification

Practice
SP 1.1 Elicit Needs
SP 3.5 Validate Requirements
SP 3.1 Perform Verification

Finally, we reflect on the Estimate-Talk-Estimate study we
conducted, because such a study is rarely conducted in the field
of software engineering. In such a study it is important that all
participants have a thorough understanding of the issues being
discussed to make reliable decisions. In the first round we
conducted a questionnaire in which we asked the participants
to classify the practices based on a brief description. In the
second round we asked the participants to classify the practices
on which no consensus was reached during the first round
based on a detailed description. In round three and four a
interactive discussion took place among the experts, after
which the practices on which no consensus was reached were
classified. In the post round we asked for their understanding
of the practices of the five process areas. Participants indicated
to have a good or very good understanding of the practices out
of the following options: ’Very-Good’, ’Good’, ’Acceptable’,
’Poor’ and ’Very-Poor’. As such, all participants were able
to make well informed decisions. Another important element
of this study are the interactive group discussions. In this
discussions participants were asked to provide reasons for their
decisions and to respond to the decisions made by others,
after which participants could revise their opinion. To see if
this process actually took place we asked the participants if
they revised their opinion based on the arguments of others.
They were given five options: ’Never’, ’Rarely’, ’Sometimes’,
’Very Often’ and ’Always’. Nine of the participants indicated
this was sometimes the case. Only one of the participants
indicated he often changed his opinion based on the arguments
of others. Based on these experiences we consider an EstimateTalk-Estimate study is a suitable way to allow participants to
systematically classify multiple issues.
VII.

T HREATS TO VALIDITY

In this section we discuss the threats to validity for this
study on four aspects: reliability, construct validity, internal
validity and external validity. We mitigated threats to reliability
by providing a detailed description of the methods we used.
We have described in detail how the study participants were
selected and of which rounds this study consists. We also made
the design of both questionnaires and the detailed descriptions
of the practices available. Next to this we also make all
classifications of the practices available in a anonymized form.
We do this to make both our data gathering methods and
the analysis of our data repeatable, and as such increase the
reliability of this research. These thorough descriptions also
mitigate some of the threads of construct validity, since a
careful study design assures a higher construct validity. By
pretesting both questionnaires with two software engineers,
who did not participate in this study, we increased the reliability and construct validity of this research even further.
Next, there exist threats to internal validity. During this
study several practices were classified during a collaborative
session. These practices are relatively abstract because they
could reference multiple information items and activities. To
determine to which extent this influenced the results we asked
the participants about their understanding of the practices.
They all indicated they had a good understanding of the practices of the five process areas, one participant even stated to
have a very good understanding. Since applied social research
is a human activity, it is also possible social pressure influenced
the outcomes of this research. Since the estimates made by

the participants were not anonymous, as in a Delphi study,
it is possible participants changed their behavior to fulfill the
expectations of others as a result of real or imagined group
pressure. Therefore, in the post questionnaire, we asked the
participants if they changed their opinion because of the peer
pressure of the group of experts. They were given five options:
’Never’, ’Rarely’, ’Sometimes’, ’Very Often’ and ’Always’.
Seven of the participants indicated they never changed their
opinion while the other three indicated this was rarely the case.
Finally, we discuss threats to external validity. External validity is of interest in studies that draw generalized conclusions.
In this study we consulted ten experienced Dutch software
engineers from nine different companies. The fact that we only
consulted participants who had the Dutch nationality is a threat
to external validity. To improve the external validity of the
findings, the study should be repeated with an international
expert panel.
VIII.

C ONCLUSIONS AND F UTURE W ORK

In this paper we have reported on the empirical study we
conducted on how to regulate information available to software
engineers based on both the importance of the information and
the current activity of the engineer. To structure this research
we used the five engineering process areas defined in the
CMMI [12]: Requirements Development, Technical Solution,
Verification, Validation and Product Integration. These areas
consist of multiple goals and practices, which we used to determine (i) of what information software engineers want to be
immediately informed, and (ii) during which activities software
engineers do not mind to be interrupted. The outcomes of
the two research directions were contradicting in some cases,
since participants of this study indicated that they would like
to be informed of several practices immediately while for other
practices they indicated that they prefer not to be interrupted.
Therefore we also researched (iii) of what information software
engineers want to be immediately informed, even though they
are performing an activity during which they prefer not to be
interrupted.
The main contributions of this paper are the answers to the
research questions. First, we showed a list of information items
of which software engineers want to be informed immediately.
Subsequently, we presented a list of software engineering
activities during which software engineers prefer not to be
interrupted. Finally, we discussed a look-up table which can
be used to determine whether or not software engineers want
to be immediately informed, even though they are performing
an activity during which they prefer not to be interrupted.
Next, when abstracting the findings, we can conclude that:
•

Software engineers want to be immediately informed
of a wide variety of information

•

Software engineers are mainly interested in direct
updates of information about completed artifacts

•

Software engineers are especially interested in information regarding the technological solution itself

•

In most cases software engineers do not mind to be
interrupted to provide them with information

•

Software engineers prefer not to be interrupted when
they are performing activities of a highly interactive
nature

[5]

•

Software engineers prefer not to be interrupted when
they are performing activities which require a high
level of concentration

[6]

•

Software engineers do not want to be immediately
informed of any information when they are performing
an activity during which they prefer not to be interrupted

Next steps of this research include (i) reaching consensus
on information items on which no consensus was reached, (ii)
reaching consensus on information items of which software
engineers want to be immediately informed when performing
activities during which they prefer not to be interrupted, and
(iii) research the different practices in more detail, e.g. what
artifacts and what specific information is needed. These results
can then be used to construct virtual office walls which automatically regulate information available to a software engineer,
based on both the the current activity of the engineer, and the
information engineers want to know immediately. Until we all
work in a ’Virtual Office’ in which information is regulated
by ’auto-erecting virtual office walls’, we should carefully
consider whether to interrupt a colleague to provide him or
her with information. So, when in doubt, do not disturb!
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