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The One Less Traveled by
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The Tyranny of “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

If it ain’t broke,
don’t fix it.
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Code Rot
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Refactoring = Spring Cleaning Code
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We Need to Refactor the Code

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!”

Comic from Dilbert.com

https://dilbert.com/strip/2010-09-12


Discussing the Boss’ Decision
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Old Meta’s Old Motto
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Refactoring as Burglary
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Sherlock Holmes on the Refactoring Case
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The Problem:  Misaligned Incentives
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Software Development Processes
Based on Intuition or Emergent?
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Software Development Processes
Based on Intuition or Emergent?

Can we do better?
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Game Theory to the Rescue

Can we do better?
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Priority Inflation

Many software development processes use 
issue trackers.  Issues are prioritised.

Trouble is, these priorities tend to be inflated.

My co-authors and I used empirical game theory 
to model priority inflation and to design a new, 
deployable process to combat it.

Hyperinflation in Germany, 1923
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To Kludge or Not to Kludge

A kludge is a shortcut that a developer 
takes when partially fixing a bug or 
partially realising a feature.

A kludge can be a necessary expedient 
to meet a deadline.  Or a kludge can 
be simple laziness.

I am currently working with collaborators to use game theory to 
understand and discourage lazy kludging.
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The Software Engineering Game

Image by Xenonstack

Interesting Characteristics of Software Development 
Processes
• Semi-automated
• Reflective: code review is a common development 

practice and a promising point to introduce a game 
mechanism

• Structured, interdependent outputs, some of which are 
executable and amenable to static or dynamic analysis

• Fast development cycles will speed evaluating game 
mechanisms

• ¿More likely to be able persuade a team of developers 
to adopt a new, designed process than, I imagine, in 
many other domains? 

https://medium.com/@xenonstack/a-quick-guide-to-continuous-integration-and-continuous-delivery-4df594ae281


The Software Engineering Game
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The Software Engineering Game
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Software Engineering Games
Calling for Mechanism Design
• When to refactor? (aka Overthrowing the “If it ain’t…” Tyrant)
• Lack of documentation
• Poor commenting or commit messaging practice
• Requirements traceability is the seminal problem of connecting 

requirements to code, yet it is often neglected.
• The tragedy of the test suite
• Program analysis false positives
• Encouraging developers to adopt design by contract

https://betterprogramming.pub/this-is-why-most-software-engineers-dont-write-documentation-670ceecb6a21
https://www.freecodecamp.org/news/code-comments-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly-be9cc65fbf83/
https://medium.com/@hritik.jaiswal/how-to-write-a-good-commit-message-9d2d533b9052
Requirements_traceability
https://www.parasoft.com/blog/false-positives-in-static-code-analysis/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Design_by_contract


Anticipated Questions Slides



Ok, So, Maybe Some Bosses Have a Point

Title text: 'What was the original problem you were 
trying to fix?' 'Well, I noticed one of the tools I was 

using had an inefficiency that was wasting my time.'

Fixing Problems
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