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Preface to the
Silver Anniversary Edition

The Psychology of Computer Programming is an astonishing book—astonish-
ing in the sense that a person who lives to be one hundred twenty-five years old
is astonishing. We are in a fast-changing business. No other first-edition com-
puter book, as far as 1 know, has lived to be twenty-five years old—and still
counting.

Even more astonishing to me is the fact that at the time | wrote it, | never
imagined there was anything special going on. | had been writing code, leading
groups of programmers, and training and consulting with programmers for about
fifteen years. | thought of writing a novel about the computer programming busi-
ness (which was then little known to the outside world), but | realized | wasn't a
sufficiently skilled fiction writer to make anyone believe it. So, on an inspired
eight-week vacation in Italy in 1969, | wrote the first draft of The Psychology of
Computer Programming.

I had, by that time, written a couple of best-selling technical books on how to
program various machines, but Psychology was a new venture for me. | had a
hard time getting it published—something that hadn't happened with my previ-
ous books. McGraw-Hill, my publisher up to that time, got great comments from
early reviewers of the manuscript, but said they didn't believe anybody would
buy such a book. | offered it to Prentice-Hall, and they said, with reluctance,
they would publish it—if | would agree to publish some of my money-making
“technical” books with them. | decided | needed a publisher with a bit more
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enthusiasm, so | offered it simultaneously to four other publishers. Since two
years had elapsed, I decided | would go with the first acceptance. All four pub-
lishers accepted it, but the first was Van Nostrand Reinhold—and the book was
finally published in 1971. Ironically, the day the book came out, my editor was
fired, for “not understanding the computer publishing field.”

In spite of Van Nostrand's opinion of my editor’s judgment, Psychology quickly
became a best-seller among technical books, running through twenty printings
and staying in print for more than twenty-five years. Van Nostrand eventually
sold the rights to it and all their computer books to another large house—where it
sat dormant, out of stock, for months. After what seemed an etemity of negotia-
tion, | reacquired the rights, enabling Dorset House to publish this Silver
Anniversary Edition.

| wanted to release a Silver Anniversary Edition for several reasons:

1. to make the original book available to a new generation of software people

2. to offer a historical perspective that is usually lacking'in our young field

3. to take advantage of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—the chance to
comment on an industry’s development and to revisit what | thought
might have been

| didn't undertake this new edition to update the field of software psychology.
For one thing, Ben Shneiderman and others are doing a much better job of that
than | could do. For another, as Ben once remarked, the book is really less
about software psychology and more about software anthropology—two topics
I've continued to develop in my subsequent books.

Most of all, | think, in reviewing the book and in writing my impressions, | want-
ed to pause and take stock of how far | and the software industry have come in
twenty-five years. Though the first edition may not have been a turning point for
the industry, it was a turning point for me. Since that time, I've written far less
code and done little managing of groups. On the other hand, 've trained thou-
sands of programmers and team leaders, and consulted on hundreds of soft-
ware projects. I've done more code reviewing, designing, design reviewing,
developing requirements, and reviewing requirements. And, I've especially
spent a lot of time training would-be. software managers and consulting with
them. Yet part of me still wishes | could returmn to the simpler life of writing code,
full time, and not dwell on these other issues. That’s a common feeling in the
industry, but few of us ever act upon it.

One thing | can see clearly now is that the first edition of Psychology was a
prescription for my own studies, such as the study of teams, of leadership, of
problem solving, and of problem defining. I've spent more than two decades fill-
ing in details of those topics that seemed both important and insufficiently under-
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stood. Looking at the books I've written since Psychology, | see that | was filling
the “holes.” Taking the books chronologicaily,

1973: Structured Programming in PL/C, An Abecedarian, was the outcome
of an experiment in new ways of teaching programming and of writ-
ing programming texts.1

1975: An Introduction to General Systems Thinking was a direct exploration
of the thought processes that go into thinking about systems.2 (This
book is stiil in print after more than twenty years.)

1975: Structured Programming® Dennis Geller, Tom Plum, and | produced
this award-winning structured programming film series, again explor-
ing new ways of thinking about and teaching programming.

1976: High-Level COBOL Programming was produced in an attempt to
transform the thinking of COBOL programmers into new patterns.4 It
probably didn’t work.

1977: The Ethnotechnical Review Handbook. Daniel Freedman and | self-
published the first edition of this handbook, attempting to motivate
and teach the reading of programs in all their stages of development.
At the time, no commercial publisher wanted to handle the topic of
technical reviews. (The latest edition of this book is still in print.5)

1977: Humanized Input: Techniques for Reliable Keyed Input was an early
foray into human interface design.s

1979: The Ethnotechnical Review Handbook was revised to add the myriad
things we were learning about reading and analyzing programs.

1979: The Principles of Specification Design: Film Serias and Workbook,
produced with Bob Marcus, represented our first crack at improving
probiem definition.”

-

Gerald M. Weinberg, Norie Yasukawa Freedman, and Robert Marcus, Structured Programming in

PL/C: An Abecedarian (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1973).

2 Gerald M. Weinberg, An Introduction to General Systems Thinking (New York: Wiley-Interscience,
1975).

3 Dennis P. Geller, Naomi Kleid, Thomas W-S. Plum, and Gerald M. Weinberg, Structured
Programming: A Fiim Series and Workbook (Kansas City, Mo.: Edutronics Systems, 1975).

4 Gerald M. Weinbarg et al., High-Leve! COBOL Programming (Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop, 1977).

5 This book ultimately evolved into Daniel P. Freedman and Gerald M. Weinberg's Handbook of
Walkthroughs, Inspections, and Technical Reviews, 3rd ed. (New York: Dorset House Publishing,
1950).

€ Tom Gilb and Gerald M. Weinberg, Humanized Input: Technigues for Reliable Keyed input
(Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop, 1977). )

7 Robert Marcus and Gerald M. Weinberg, The Principles of Specification Design: Film Series and

Workbook (Bowie, Md.: Brady Publishers, 1979).
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1 - Gerald M. Weinberg, Norie Yasukawa Freedman, and Robert Marcus, Structured
Programming in PL/C: An Abecedarion (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1973).

2 Gerald M. Weinberg, 4n Introduction to General Systems Thinking (New York:
Wiley-Interscience, 1975).

3 Dennis P. Geller. Naomi Kleid, Thomas W-S. Plum, and Gerald M. Weinberg,
Structured Programming: A Film Series and Workbook (Kansas City, Mo.:
Edutronics Systems, 1975).

4  Gerald M. Weinberg et al., High-Level COBOL Programming (Cambridge, Mass.:
Winthrop, 1977).

5 This book ultimately evolved into Daniel P. Freedman and Gerald M. Weinberg’s
Handbook of Walkthroughs, Inspections, and Technical Reviews, 3rd ed. (New
York: Dorset House Publishing, 1990)

6 Tom Gilb and Gerald M. Weinberg, Humanized, Input: Techniques for Reliable
Keyed Input (Cambridge, Mass: Winthrop, 1977).

7 Robert Marcus and Gerald M Weinberg, The Principles of Specification Design:
Film Series and Workbook (Bowie, Md.: Brady Publishers, 1979)
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1979: On the Design of Stable Systems, written with my partner, Dani
Weinberg, extrapolated thinking patterns into how systems are
designed to survive. (This book’s second edition is still in print, enti-
tled General Principles of Systems Design.8)

1982: Are Your Lights On? How to Figure Out What the Problem Really Is.
Don Gause and | continued the work in problem definition with this
work, which is still a popular introduction to the subject.?

1982: Rethinking Systems Analysis & Design looked at how systems ana-
lysts think, or ought to think.1?

1982: Understanding the Professional Programmer looked at how program-
mers think, or ought to think."

1985: Computer Information Systems: An Introduction to Data Processing.
Dennis Geller and | continued our explorations into teaching methods
and thought processes for software work.12

1985: The Secrets of Consuiting addressed the consultative relationship
between software developers (and others) and their clients. This
innovative book remains a strong seller today, demonstrating that
there are universal principles of consulting.13

1986. Becoming a Technical Leader expanded on the topic of leadership
and teams, and is also still very much in demand.4

1989: Exploring Requirements: Quality Before Design, written by Don
Gause and myself, carried problem definition to a deeper level.15

8 The current edition is; Gerald M. Weinberg and Daniela Weinberg, General Principles of Systems
Design (New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1988).

9 The current edition is: Donald C. Gause and Gerald M. Weinberg, Are Your Lights On? How to Figure
Gut What the Problem Really Is (New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1980).

10The current edition is: Gerald M. Weinberg, Rethinking Systems Analysis & Design (New York: Dorset
House Publishing, 1988).

11 The current edition is: Gerald M. Weinberg, Understanding the Professional Programmer (New York:
Dorset House Publishing, 1988).

12Geraid M. Weinberg and Dennis P. Geller, Computer Information Systems: An Introduction to Data
Processing (Boston: Little, Brown, 1985).

13Gerald M. Weinberg, The Secrets of Consulting (New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1985).

14Gerald M. Weinberg, Becoming a Technical Leader (New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1986).

15Donald C. Gause and Gerald M. Weinberg, Exploring Requirements: Quality Before Design (New
York: Dorset House Publishing, 1989).
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10 The current edition is: Gerald M. Weinberg, Rethinking Systems Analysis & Design
(New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1988).

11 The current edition is: Gerald M. Weinberg, Understanding the Professional
Programmer (New York: Dorset House Publishing, 1988).
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1991: What Did You Say? The Art of Giving and Receiving Feedback, writ-
ten with Edie and Charlie Seashore, summarized what is known
about the human interaction of passing information back and forth.18

1991-1997: Quality Sofiware Management, a four-volume series, wrapped
up all | knew about the management of software efforts and software
people. The series takes up the psychological subjects of systems
thinking, measurement, action, and change.?

With the Quality Software Management series, | felt | had conciuded the sub-
ject that | started to explore a quarter-century earlier. Looking back over these
years, especially with the perspective of the first edition of Psychology, | see that
| turned out to be a worse prognosticator than | thought; but to my credit, |
thought | would be a worse prognosticator than | thought. Actually, it was just
like any technical review—worse than | hoped, but not as bad as | feared.

For this Silver Anniversary Edition, | decided to take my own advice to people
whose work is reviewed in technical reviews: | would not try to hide my errors,
for they may be the source of the most learning for my readers. | have left the
original text as it was—antiques and all—for your illumination, and have simply
added some “wisdom of hindsight” remarks whenever the spirit moved me. |
hope you find the perspective brought by this time-capsule contrast as useful to
you as it was enlightening to me.

16Charles N. Seashore, Edith Whitfield Seashore, and Gerald M. Weinberg, What Did You Say? The Art
of Giving and Receiving Feedback (Columbia, Md.: Bingham House Books, 1991). For copies of this
book, contact Bingham House at 1001 Windstream Drive, Suite 900, Columbia, MD 21044.

17 Gerald M. Weinberg, Quality Software Management, Vol. 1. Systems Thinking (New York: Dorset
House Publishing, 1992); Quality Software Management, Vol. 2: First-Order Measurement (New York:
Dorset House Publishing, 1993); Quality Software Management, Vol. 3: Congruent Action (New York:
Dorset House Publishing, 1994); Quality Software Management, Vol. 4: Anticipating Change (New
York: Dorset House Publishing, 1897).
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Original Preface

This book has only one major purpose—ito trigger the beginning of a new field of
study: computer programming as a human activity, or, in short, the psychology of
computer programming. All other goals are subservient to that one. For instance, |
have tried to make the book interesting and nontechnical, insofar as is possible, so as
to encourage the greatest number of people to read it: not just programmers, but pro-
gramming managers and others connected with programming in the many ways we
are connected with programming these days. What | am trying to accomplish is to
have the reader say, upon finishing the book, “Yes, programming is not just a matter
of hardware and software. i shall have to look at things in a new way from now on.”

Because this is a new field—a new way of looking at familiar things—it has not
always been possible to support certain ideas with “scientific” evidence. Indeed,
many of the views in the book are merely the author’s opinions—often strong opin-
ions, but not based on anything better than personal observation over many years.
No doubt, many of these opinions are just plain wrong, as are many of the ideas
supported by more evidence. But there is a world of difference between a wrong
idea and a sterile one. If any reader takes issue with something expressed here,
my fondest hope is that he will set up an experiment and prove me wrong.

As | hope the text demonstrates with numerous examples, our profession suf-
fers under an enormous burden of myths and half-truths, many of which my stu-
dents and | have been able to challenge with extremely simple experiments. But
our resources are limited and the probiem is great. There are, by various esti-

* XXVI



IS

R

EABHEERPRE D3R RFN — N 2F IR,
XA B R E I ANRESH T EAEFFF R, AT EL, mE
BEFRLEYE, FAENEAERHEARTENEREER. fl, BE
FERABFERESDTE, MARBAKBRALEAR, UMELELHA
BREERAS, hEEARRAEFR, CAEEFFEANESE, LA
LA LLEF T NGB R AT REDLAK B, Bk
EEERSRARESUE: “BW, BFEFRMUE—4RS@EAFM%K
HHERKF AR, RERNMAEEFEEERT .Y

BRI R s — RSN T EE R RIS —
FTUARTRERA “FHEK” IEERSIRFRER R BL b, KPhEs
ERRNUNEREENRE—HFRERBEENERL, XERAKRTERE
FERNAMBEZS, HEF M2 OEREM. BEBR, X
REFHRE ERFAEE R, BMURIEREEL TS ESTHER—
Feo R, HIRNMASTRMRAZEFEERRZH . RGBS
FEXMRAEBHREGWAESE R, TS HHE M Aess F SRR R
BiRo

[ERNERA BAE S AR S SCBIEBI R, KR m AR AR PR
HBAEMT U R BB ZEMNSESRIL R BRER, X
o ATRAR Sl T HhiR . R BRI HE AR, 110 ) A2 ik
BEX. \&MITEMGT, SANERFR LERNACKE . mRE

« XXVII *



