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IEEE Software  To be the best source of reliable, useful, peer-reviewed information for leading software practitioners—
Mission Statement the developers and managers who want to keep up with rapid technology change.

IEEE SoftwarE accEptS less than 
25 percent of the articles submitted for 
consideration, and I’m keenly aware 
that all of those submissions—whether 
eventually accepted or rejected—entail 
many hours of effort on the part of au-
thors, reviewers, and magazine staff. 

In addition to being selective, IEEE 
Software is also a somewhat unique 
venue. Our mandate is to be the author-
ity on translating software theory into 
practice—meaning that while we’re in-
terested in rigorous and well-tested re-
search results, those results also need to 

be explained in a way that can reach our 
intended reader (the reflective software 
practitioner) and help her understand 
something important about the soft-
ware profession. For this reason, we pri-
oritize writing with an accessible style 
and relatively tight word limits. Good 
advice for juggling these constraints can 
be found in articles written by my pre-
decessors as editor in chief, Steve Mc-

Connell and Hakan Erdogmus.1,2 To 
add to what they’ve written, in this ar-
ticle, I’d like to focus on a special type of 
submission: the experience report.

I’m an advocate of experience re-
ports because I’m a firm believer in 
just about any approach that stands a 
chance of improving the communica-
tion between software research and 
practice. Here at IEEE Software, we 
receive fewer experience reports than 
other types of submissions, and this is 
understandable. I realize how tough 
it can be, as a professional developer, 

to get the time to reflect on an experi-
ence and write about it, and I appreci-
ate those who do so. Although it can be 
difficult, the effort to produce an expe-
rience report is almost always reward-
ing and helps the author reflect on the 
true causes for success and failure amid 
all the noise and pressure of day-to-day 
deadlines. Well-written experience re-
ports can be among the most compel-

ling pieces that we publish in IEEE 
Software. 

In this article, I’d like to take the time 
to reflect, myself, on what we are look-
ing for in experience reports and provide 
some guidance that can help authors.

what Is It, and what Does It Do?
An increasing number of conferences 
and periodicals in software engineer-
ing are featuring experience reports.  
From a quick and admittedly subjective 
perusal of the author guidelines, how-
ever, the calls for experience reports 
often seem to suffer from the lack of a 
clear definition of exactly what is being 
sought. This is a danger because—es-
pecially in research-focused venues—
without a clear definition, experience 
reports are often perceived as the place 
to send work that won’t be accepted in 
normal technical tracks. 

But experience reports are an impor-
tant type of article in their own right—
not just technical pieces that didn’t 
quite make the bar. Experience reports 
should provide a benefit that more “tra-
ditional” research studies cannot: this 
is a bit of an oversimplification, but 
let’s call this benefit “depth”—that is, a 
more detailed and nuanced understand-
ing of what happened in a single envi-
ronment (or single project). Experience 
reports, in describing a single environ-
ment, can only describe what happened 

Sharing Your Story
Forrest Shull

From the editor 

Our mandate is to be the authority  
on translating software theory  
into practice.



 may/JunE 2013  | IEEE SoftwarE  5

to the authors; they don’t provide suf-
ficient data to argue that if other teams 
follow the same approach, they can 
confidently expect the same outcome. 
To make up for this lack, a good expe-
rience report provides enough of a nar-
rative to discuss with confidence why a 
certain result was seen.

IEEE Software is interested in pub-
lishing experience reports for a number 
of reasons. In my mind, the most im-
portant is that they help keep research 
grounded. Our field has self-organized 
in such a way that many software re-
searchers aren’t familiar with the con-
temporary experience of working in 
a software development environment, 
and sharing that vision can help keep 
research focused on compelling prob-
lems and help produce results capable of 
operating under reasonable constraints. 

Software professionals can also benefit 
from hearing about what development is 
like in other contexts. None of us have 
the time or opportunity to experience 
all types of environments, and many 
of us can find some benefit in looking 
at practices in other types of organiza-
tions. A developer in Silicon Valley, for 
instance, might find some value in look-
ing at practices on systems at NASA, 
and a NASA developer might find value 
in understanding more about the devel-
opment of mobile apps.

Other reasons for valuing experience 
reports are that they can often provide 
the most practical advice to practitio-
ners. I often respond with more interest 
and curiosity to someone telling me a 
story (“Oh, look, someone who is do-
ing similar work to mine swears by this 
tool—I think I’d better give it a closer 
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SoftwarE ExpErtS SuMMIt 2013
One of my goals as editor in chief has been to find ways to get the excellent ex-
perience reports and the latest research found in every issue of IEEE Software 
to software practitioners in new and more convenient ways. For example, we’ve 
been reaching out through our digital edition, through new media such as audio 
and video files, and through discussion forums. One of the most exciting of these 
new initiatives is the Software Experts Summit, a public event that showcases 
many of the thought leaders associated with the magazine during a day of pre-
sentations, panel discussions, and networking. 

Timed to coincide with the publication of our upcoming July/August 2013 is-
sue looking at the impact of software analytics on decision making (“Software 
Analytics—So What?”), our theme this year is “Smart Data.” We’ll be tackling 
the question of how organizations can best make reliable, secure, and quick de-
cisions on datasets of many types, despite the challenges we all face with

•	 using even small sets of data to guide decision making due to inconsistent 
data structures,

•	 making sense of the incredible diversity of data and media in which they are 
embedded, and

•	 effectively using the technologies that create and manage data.

The event will be Wednesday, 17 July 2013, at the Microsoft Conference 
Center in Redmond, Washington. For more information, see our website at www.
computer.org/ses13 and the ad on the back cover of this issue.
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look”) than to reams of data (“This 
tool vendor claims to have reduced the 
amount of effort needed for the job and 
claims that 9 out of 10 customers are 
highly satisfied”). I assume that other 
humans are motivated in similar ways.

Finally, experience reports can pro-
vide fast feedback to the community 
on new technologies or approaches 
being advocated. Long before anyone 
can have enough data to start to con-
sider statistically significant effects, 
we may be able to share success (or 
failure) stories from individual proj-
ects. These should be taken with the 
appropriate caveats, of course, just 
like any study. But if the results of the 
experience report are compelling, they 
can help readers understand whether 

this is an area worth expending time 
and effort on.

Why do I mention all of this? 
Mainly so that prospective authors can 
use this as fodder for their own article 
reviews prior to submission. The single 
most important thing that any author 
can do as part of a self-critique is to 
think of the reader. Will an experience 
report help a reader keep up with what 
she needs to know to be effective in the 
software profession?

tell Me a Story
Potential authors who ask for feed-
back from me on abstracts of planned 
papers will almost always get a re-
sponse structured around the follow-
ing set of questions.

Environment
Is it clear what type of environment 
your story takes place in? Other read-
ers would like to benefit from your in-
sights, but they need to have a good 
sense of how likely your findings are 
to translate to their projects. If you’re 
building a website app and I’m building 
embedded satellite software, I might 
find your story thought-provoking, but 
I might approach the idea of applying 
the same techniques in my work more 
carefully.

Focus
Is it clear what you did? What method, 
tool, or practice did you apply? In short, 
what is your story about? If a reader 
finds your experience compelling and 
is willing to try it out in his own work, 
would he know what to do or where to 
get more info? Above all, keep focus. 
Don’t describe everything you did on the 
project. Be ruthless in down-selecting to 
just those facts that support the coherent 
story you’re trying to tell. When choos-
ing the focus of that story, keep in mind 
that IEEE Software has a broad cover-
age area, and we’re interested in meth-
ods and tools related to the nuts and 
bolts of software development as well as 
management and human factors issues.

Results
What were the results of what you 
did—and how do you know that those 
results were caused by the method, tool, 
or practice you’re advocating? Our re-
viewers are looking for reports that de-
scribe a concrete result. If you’re telling 
me a story that revolves around apply-
ing a new approach (let’s say an auto-
mated tool that attempts to detect hid-
den technical debt items), you have to 
tell me the end of the story. How well 
did the tool work? Was the project a 
success—and was that success traceable 
back to the tool in any meaningful way?

When it comes to describing re-
sults, there are other issues to con-

MultIMEDIa EDItor Sought

Given our effort in moving beyond print, the position of multimedia editor is a central 
and important one for the magazine. We’re currently looking for candidates who 
would be interested in taking on this role.

The role entails:

•	 overseeing the multimedia production schedule, and making sure that we have 
sufficient multimedia pieces allocated for upcoming issues;

•	 coordinating with our department editors, special issue guest editors, Software 
Engineering Radio (www.se-radio.net) podcasters, the EIC, and IEEE Computer 
Society staff to track progress and suggest opportunities; and

•	 suggesting hot topics and important thought leaders that could be the focus of 
work by our multimedia teams.

This is a high-visibility position and one that provides the opportunity to interact 
with software engineering thought leaders. Moreover, the multimedia editor will be 
working with a great, productive, and fun team. 

Interested? Please contact lead editor Brian Brannon at bbrannon@computer.
org for more information or to send an application, which should be comprised of a 
cover letter and resume or CV. Applicants should have a proven ability to manage 
projects and deliver reliably.

We express our sincere thanks to Bob Rosenstein of the Software Engineering 
Institute. Bob served as multimedia editor for the first year of our digital edition and 
helped define the role. We’re grateful for the guidance and help he gave us in getting 
this important new project off the ground, and wish him all the best with his new 
responsibilities at the SEI!
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sider. How do you know that your re-
sults really mean? And how would a 
reader have confidence that your story 
can be trusted? We don’t expect expe-
rience reports to have reams of hard, 
quantitative data, but there are other 
ways of addressing this issue. When 
appropriate, these might include sub-
jective forms of evidence such as feed-
back from key stakeholders or manage-
ment—in this case, the more specific 
the author can be, the more convincing 
the story tends to be. Direct quotes can 
be helpful in this regard. Comparison 
to prior projects is always useful, as a 
way to show what has changed as a re-
sult of the new approach. Often, what 
the author’s organization is willing to 
do on the basis of the results speaks 
volumes. If the results are convincing 
enough to impact day-to-day practices 
across other projects, then they’re prob-
ably compelling enough for readers to 
pay attention to.

Also, when describing results, au-
thors shouldn’t claim to have found a  
silver bullet. Readers appreciate a care-
ful weighing of pros and cons and it’s 
very rare indeed to be able to see prog-
ress on one dimension without trade-
offs on others. Truly great experience 
reports are those that look at multiple 
types of impact—say, a tool’s impact 
on the eternal triangle of project cost, 
quality, and schedule. If a tool really 
helps improve the delivered quality of 
a product, what does a project have to 
give up for that result—a substantial 
amount of extra effort? An impact on 
the schedule? And how about one-time 
costs like investments in training?

where to go from here
I welcome experience reports submit-
ted through the usual channels. But if 
all of the above constraints seem daunt-
ing, don’t despair. Our Insights depart-
ment, helmed by Linda Rising, was es-
tablished especially to help—in fact, 
the one on page 9 of this issue focuses 

on stories. Proposals to Insights are re-
viewed by Linda and her distinguished 
advisory board and, if accepted, shep-
herding is provided. Please see Linda’s 
inaugural column for much more help-
ful information and guidance.3 

I f I could boil all of this guidance 
down to a simple test, it would 
be this: Is there more to an article 

than just a description of, “we did this” 
or “we built this”? Is there a meaning-
ful principle exemplified through an 
experience report that readers will care 
about, be intrigued by, and possibly 
think of applying themselves? Linda 
has compared a good experience report 
to a project retrospective: “We not only 
want teams to look back and say what 
happened, but we also want analysis.” 

I couldn’t put it better than that. 
And, like Linda, I remain excited by 
the idea of hearing more reflection and 
analysis from the ambitious software 
development projects going on through-
out the industry today—with results we 
can all learn from together.
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