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1 People, Organization, and Methods

G reat people make great software. They define the requirements, create
the technology, and stick to the schedule. They test, document, and sup-
port the product. The ideas they have, the decisions they make, and the effort,
professionalism, and excitement they put into their work make or break the
development effort. Because the people who work on the project have the big-
gest impact on its success or failure, it is essential to hire the most qualified
people possible.

Although it’s true that everyone wants to hire great people, project
teams often accept less qualified candidates than they should. The inabi-
lity to find candidates or to discern talent can combine with the pressure
to ship the product and overwhelm even the best of intentions. If you are
unable to solve these problems, you'll have a mediocre team at best and an
under-performing one at worst. You can’t assume that talented people
will just come to you—not regularly, anyway. Instead, you need a firm,
organization-wide commitment to getting and keeping the most qualified
people possible. This commitment must encompass three key activities: re-
cruiting, interviewing, and retention.

In this chapter and the following chapter, I'll discuss some of the best
techniques for finding, selecting, and keeping talented people. I'll also cover
how these activities, like software development itself, require planning, dis-
cipline, and execution.

DEFINING “GREAT”

Before you set out to find great candidates, you must be sure about what you
are looking for. If you can’t describe what you want, how are you ever going
to know if you've found it? What are the attributes that separate great de-
velopers, awesome technical writers, and superstar quality engineers from
the not so great? There are obviously many different attributes and many dif-
ferent opinions, but I've boiled it down to six basic attributes.

EXPERTISE

Each potential candidate must have an area of expertise. If you're looking
for a developer, he or she needs to have a specific area of technical expertise.
If you need a technical writer, the candidate should have expertise in the
creation of educational material. If you're hiring a quality engineer, that
person’s experience should be in automation and testing techniques.



1 Great People and How to Find Them

I'm not talking competence here—I'm really talking about expertise.
The candidate must have mastery or near mastery of a subject that is perti-
nent to the project’s needs. He or she should be able to give an impromptu
talk about his or her subject at any time and show a deep level of understand-
ing about what was done and how it was accomplished. A developer, for
example, could talk about any technical knowledge he or she possesses that
matches the requirements of the position you have open. Some possible top-
ics include:

¢ C++ and object oriented design
Creating COM controls

MFC and user interface development
Assembler and Windows internals
Device driver development

Networking protocol development

* & ¢ ¢ o

Performance tuning

Why is an area of expertise so important? First, if this person has
been able to master at least one subject, he or she likely has the skills to
master other subjects as they emerge. Technology changes quickly, and the
ability to educate oneself and to comprehend significant complexity will be
a critical skill.

Second, in high-powered development teams, it’s important that there
be mutual respect between the team members, and respect is often based
on knowledge and ability. As you create a highly talented team, it's very
important that each person has one or more areas of expertise in which
he or she can contribute as much or more than anyone else.

Does this mean that every developer must have a PhD in computer
science and 20 years of experience in software development? No, that’s not
the idea. But if you've decided to hire a junior developer for support and
maintenance, you want to make sure he or she will have the expertise to
excel in the position—not just get by.

When you interview the candidate, you should work hard to find and
verify that person’s area of expertise and make sure it complements your
immediate or expected needs. (I'll talk more about interviewing later.)
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COMMITMENT

Commitment is another important factor when looking for the most quali-
fied people. In virtually any development project, there will be times when
the project isn’t going well. You never know what the problems will be ahead
of time—your competitor announces their product first, a key developer has
health problems, the performance of the product is pitifully slow—but it will
be your people’s commitment to the project and their belief in what they are
doing that will carry the project through. They will show dedication to their
tasks and won’t stop working and helping until the project is complete. The
most committed people see a project through to the end, and they are will-
ing to make the sacrifices necessary to bring about success.

ATTITUDE

Great people often have a great attitude and great energy. They are positive
and not cynical; they dwell on the good and not on the bad. They are upbeat

Back at Work

NuMega’s release of BoundsChecker 4.0 is an excellent example of what
a committed and motivated team can do. It was December 1995, the Inter-
net revolution was just beginning, and Bill Gates had just announced
Microsoft’s new plans for the Internet. On December 8, the day after the
announcement, we got a call from Microsoft asking if we could support
their Sweeper SDK and new Internet initiatives. If so, we could do joint
press releases and demos at the upcoming Software Development West show
in early March. The offer was great for a startup company, but we had less
than three months to get this work done, we were in the middle of a release,
we had a very small team, and we were just entering the holiday season.
What was the team’s response? It was awesome. Everyone recognized
the opportunity and knew we needed to take the risk. Starting that after-
noon, we put together an updated development plan based on the new
facts that we had before us. Of course it wasn't perfect, and there were a lot
of unknowns, but we had the germ of a plan, and we worked together. Dur-
ing the next three months, the team was committed to doing whatever was
needed to get the job done. And yes, we made it, and it was a great show!




