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Digital Transformation (DX) still a thing



Agenda

• What is DPE?

• Measuring productivity

• Building 10x developers

• What can you do?
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What is Developer Productivity Engineering?

(from the Developer Productivity Engineering handbook 

https://gradle.com/developer-productivity-engineering/ )

"Developer Productivity Engineering 
(DPE) is a software development practice 

used by leading software development 
organizations to maximize developer 

productivity and happiness." 



Productivity
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Happiness
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“It’s no longer the big beating the small,
but the fast beating the slow.”

Eric Pearson, CIO, InterContinental Hotels Group



The Ancient Business Wisdom
…Of the 70s and 80s



The Goal

⬢ Dr. Goldratt was a physicist turned business 
novelist

⬢ His most famous work is the Theory of 
Constraints, which has helped form the 
foundations of modern business productivity 
theory

⬢ DevOps, Agile, Lean, etc, all stem from the 
Theory of Constraints

⬢ The theory focuses on treating organizations as 
complex machines, and eliminating bottlenecks 
to improve organizational efficiency



⬢ Modernizes the Theory of Constraints 
for software organizations

⬢ A fun read, business drama, not 
textbook format

⬢ Demonstrates the relationship 
between DevOps and throughput 
optimization

⬢ Teaches the importance of VSM, 
observability, and continuous 
improvement





DPM: a competing framework

(from the Developer Productivity Engineering handbook 

https://gradle.com/developer-productivity-engineering/ )

"Developer Productivity Management (DPM) 
focuses on the people, and answers questions 

like, 'How can we get more output out of 
individual developers and teams by defining and 
tracking the right metrics? Such metrics typically 

help to quantify output, evaluate performance 
and competencies, build and manage teams, and 

optimize collaboration and time management.





Traditional Productivity Management FocusDeveloper Productivity Engineering Focus
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Lap times at Talladega (s)
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Lap times at Talladega (s)



Measuring productivity
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Management inevitably wants KPIsManagement inevitably wants KPIs
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Management inevitably wants KPIs

Lines of Code

Issues/backlog closed

Number of commits

Story Points
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SPACE framework

2021 ACM Queue, Volume 19, Issue 1

https://queue.acm.org/detail.cfm?id=3454124k 

Satisfaction and well-being

Performance

Activity

Communication and collaboration

Efficiency and flow

https://queue.acm.org/detail.cfm?id=3454124k




DORA (DevOps Research and Assessments)

See https://dora.dev 

           "DORA is the largest and longest running research program of its kind, that seeks to 

understand the capabilities that drive software delivery and operations performance."

Image source: Hadian Rahmat
https://medium.com/gits-apps-insight/dora-metrics-how-to-measure-software-delivery-performance-e890ec2011c0

https://dora.dev/
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DORA pitfalls (https://dora.dev/guides/dora-metrics-four-keys/ )

• Setting metrics as a goal

• Having one metric to rule them all. 

• Using industry as a shield against improving. 

• Making disparate comparisons. 

• Having siloed ownership. 

• Competing. 

• Focusing on measurement at the expense of improvement.
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DORA quick check →  https://dora.dev/quickcheck/ 
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Abi Noda presentation at DPE summit emphasizes higher focus on qualitative metrics

https://dpe.org/sessions/abi-noda/were-measuring-productivity-wrong/ 

https://dpe.org/sessions/abi-noda/were-measuring-productivity-wrong/


Building 10x developers
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Myth Origin (probably)
The Coding War Games



● In 1977, authors Tom DeMarcos and Timothy Lister devised a study called the Coding War 

Games

● From 1984 – 1986, more than 600 developers from 92 companies participated

● The purpose was to discover the ”best” and “worst” traits of developers

● The competition unit was a group of competing programmers from the same organization

● A program specification was fixed, and participants logged their time in completing it

● Participants used their own workspace using familiar tooling and languages 

Origin (probably) - The Coding War Games

https://www.gwern.net/docs/cs/algorithm/2001-demarco-peopleware-
whymeasureperformance.pdf

https://www.gwern.net/docs/cs/algorithm/2001-demarco-peopleware-whymeasureperformance.pdf
https://www.gwern.net/docs/cs/algorithm/2001-demarco-peopleware-whymeasureperformance.pdf


The “best” programmers outperformed the 
worst by roughly a 10:1 ratio

There were some interesting “non-factors”: 

 Language
 Years of Experience 
 Number of Defects 
 Salary



● Paired programmers from the same organizations performed at roughly the same level

● The average difference was only 21% between paired participants

● They didn’t work together on the task, but they came from the same organization

● The best organizations performed 11.1x better than the worst

What Mattered?

“While this productivity differential among programmers is 
understandable, there is also a 10 to 1 difference in productivity 
among software organizations.”

 
–Harlan (HD) Mills, Software Productivity in the Enterprise

https://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=utk_harlan

https://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=utk_harlan


The best performers are clustering in some 
organizations while the worst performers are 

clustering in others. 

Some companies are doing a lot worse than 
others.

Something about their environment and 
corporate culture is failing to attract and keep 

good people or is making it impossible for 
even good people to work effectively. 



Average performance of those in the top quarter was 2.6 
times better than that of those in the bottom quarter. 

Though the phrase had not yet been coined, increased 
productivity came down to developer experience.



… But Most Organizations Aren’t Aligned

In a study dated April 27, 2022, between Microsoft and the 
University of Victoria in British Columbia, Developers and Managers 

were surveyed on their interpretation of the SPACE framework



When surveyed with the following questions, 
Developers and Managers answered much 

differently

https://arxiv.org/pdf/2111.04302.
pdf

When thinking about your 
work, how do you define 
productivity? 

Developers Managers

When thinking about your 
team, how do you define 
productivity?

https://arxiv.org/pdf/2111.04302.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2111.04302.pdf


DevOps, 12-Factor, Agile, etc, have still not captured all 
bottlenecks, friction, and obstacles to throughput

Many are hiding in plain sight, in the developer experience 
itself

A 10x organization should think about reducing build and test 
feedback times, and improving the consistency and reliability 

of builds
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Code

Code

Wait Time for Local Build

Debug Build Failure

Lunch / Elden Ring

Code
Wait Time for Local Build

Investigate/Fix Flaky Tests

Sprint
Waiting time for CI Build

May 2023









Netflix reduced a 62-minute test cycle time down to just under 5 minutes!
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What can you do?



Can Therbligs apply to software development?
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Identify (and address!) productivity bottlenecks

Back to Theory of Constraints

  https://www.leanproduction.com/theory-of-constraints/ 
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Philosophical nature of constraints

https://www.leanproduction.com/theory-of-constraints/



48

Nature of constraints applied to software engineering

Constraint Description

Physical Inadequate equipment
Lack of space
Noisy work area
Lack of DevOps

Policy Excessive meetings
Company won't allow adoption of new tools

Paradigm SEU
"It's always been done this way"
Siloed development teams

Market Writing code that doesn't matter (or, at least, the developer doesn't 
know why it matters)
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Are your problems technology problems or HR problems?

Technology 
Problems

Connectivity issues

Archaic codebase

HR 
problems

Resistance to change

Hardened processes
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Modern toolchains

DevOps and CI/CD IDE AI
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Source: Gartner: Artificial Intelligence Use Case Prism for Software Development and Testing
https://www.gartner.com/document/3994888
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Industry-standard technologies in your solution
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Organizational factors

Change agents Remote work?
Excessive 
meetings?

Performance 
reviews

Management 
focus on 

enablement

Community 
involvement



57

Your homework

Resources in this handout

Do a DPE-centric analysis when:

• Managing a team

• Collaborating with peers

• Performing 

Promote developer satisfaction by:

• Identifying pain points

• Addressing directly

BE A CHANGE AGENT!!!



DPE Will Become Standard Practice
Because the World Should Foster Developer Joy



Thank you!!
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