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was raised in the midwestern US in the
state of Missouri (natives will know that
it’s pronounced “Mizzoura”). Besides be-
ing the home of Harry Truman, the 33rd
President of the US, Missouri is also
known as the “Show Me” state. This is
said to represent a certain stubbornness and
devotion to simple common sense
for which the population is
known.

Over the past 20 years or so,
Pve seen countless “movements”
in the software development com-
munity come and go. Structured
programming, object-oriented pro-
gramming, rapid prototyping, for-
mal methods, process maturity—
the list goes on. They’re almost
always good things in that they
generally leave the field better than they found
it. However, the one universal truth of these
“movements” is that they’re almost always not
the way people are doing things right now. So,
it seems that we spend as much effort trying to
get people to change as we do formulating the
“movement” to start with.

Given my legacy of the “Show Me” state,
it’s natural for me to ask, “How can I best con-
vince software developers to change their be-
havior?” My academic cousins will respond
that statistics is the one true path—it should
go without saying that if I can demonstrate a
level of confidence of 0.01 that only a dunder-

head would seriously doubt the value of my
proposal.

I say it should, because it really doesn’t.
When you’re trying to convince someone to
change the way they do things, especially if
that change will be painful—and which ones
aren’t?—the decision to change is at least as
emotional as it is rational. If it weren’t, we’d
have a society of nonsmoking, vegetarian jog-
gers who never drink beyond moderation.
Since this describes few places I've ever been, I
can only conclude that statistics by themselves
aren’t adequate to effect change. In fact, based
on my informal observations of life, statistics
might not even be necessary.

Many professions are built around changing
people’s behavior: marketing and advertising,
politics, the clergy. Even traffic cops are re-
sponsible for changing the public’s driving be-
havior. If you study how these groups operate,
the first thing you’ll notice is the lack of statis-
tics or statistical reasoning. When “statistics”
are used, they’re little more than window dress-
ing: “75 percent of soda drinkers prefer GinFiz
Cola!” Although this might seem anathema to
the hard-core scientist, the reality is that statis-
tics appear to have little effect on people in the
way they conduct their daily lives.

So what does work when you’re trying to
convince someone that a new technique or
tool, or even a way of thinking about prob-
lems, is worth considering? We can take a tip
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from the military and political parties
and explore the idea of propaganda.

Propaganda

The American Heritage Dictionary
defines propaganda as “the systematic
propagation of a doctrine or cause or
of information reflecting the views and
interests of those advocating such a
doctrine or cause.” Although the term
has an unnecessarily pejorative tone,
it’s what we’re really doing when we’re
trying to change someone’s behavior. I
need to emphasize that when I point
out something is being used as “pro-
paganda,” it shouldn’t be viewed in a
pejorative light. Given this definition,
virtually every technical advance re-
quires a certain degree of propaganda
for its use to move beyond the original
inventors.

One of the leaders in propaganda
and its dissemination is the US military.
They spend significant time studying
what works and what doesn’t and have
identified a number of effective propa-
ganda techniques (Psychological Oper-
ations Field Manual No.33-1, US
Army, Aug. 1979). While the list is ex-
tensive, I’ve selected a few representa-
tive examples to discuss in the context
of the software development commu-
nity and its “movements.” Perhaps
youll find some of these techniques
useful to gain acceptance for your fa-
vorite “movement.”

The Bandwagon

Bandwagon appeals try to persuade
the target audience to take a course of
action that “everyone else is taking.”
For instance, a 1995 report published
by the Software Engineering Institute
(After the Appraisal: A Systematic Sur-
vey of Process Improvement, Its Bene-
fits, and Factors That Influence Success
by Dennis R. Goldenson and James D.
Herbsleb, tech. report CMU/SEI-95-
TR-009) starts out with “The Capabil-
ity Maturity Model (CMM) ... has had
a major impact on software organiza-
tions throughout the world. ... [T]he
CMM is used as a reference model to
guide software process improvement
(SPI) efforts in many hundreds of soft-

ware organizations. Initially adopted
by defense organizations and their con-
tractors, it is now used in organizations
both large and small throughout the
software industry.”

This is certainly not untrue. It simply
presents something in its best light. How-
ever, it’s clearly an example of inviting
readers to “jump on the bandwagon.”

Obtain Disapproval

This approach is used to influence
the audience to disapprove of an action
or idea by suggesting the idea is popu-
lar with “groups hated, feared, or held
in contempt by the target audience.”
We find this most often in our field
when new techniques are compared to
existing techniques. If we can some-
how associate the existing way of do-
ing things with classes or groups that
the readers might ridicule or dislike, it’s
easier to convince them the new ap-
proach is preferable. For example, one
statement found in the Agile Manifesto’s
history Web page (www.agilemanifesto.
org/history.html) is “taken as a whole,
the practices define a developer commu-
nity freed from the baggage of Dil-
bertesque corporations.” This is perhaps
the epitome of the Obtain Disapproval
technique within the software develop-
ment field.

Is such a statement inappropriate?
Certainly, organizations have their
share of problems in adopting and us-
ing heavy process development mod-
els—especially for smaller projects
where process infrastructure outstrips
actual software production effort. While
perhaps this is an overly colorful way
of putting it, agile methods were devel-
oped as an alternative to process-heavy
development. And it’s not only per-
fectly reasonable to point this out but
is probably an important observation.
Nevertheless, it’s propaganda in its
purest form.

Glittering Generalities

This approach involves emotionally
appealing words so closely associated
with highly valued concepts and beliefs
that they carry conviction without sup-
porting information or reason. They
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ask for approval without examination
of the reason. Often this is achieved
through simplification. This technique
reduces the many facts of a situation to
“right or wrong.” By doing this, the
propaganda provides simple solutions
for complex problems. To achieve this,
the technique offers “simplified inter-
pretations of events, ideas, or concepts.”
To be effective, “statements [must be]
positive and firm; qualifying words are
never used.”

To illustrate the use of this type of
propaganda, one to-remain-nameless re-
port from a well-known member of the
software development “movement”
community asserts, “To improve prod-
uct quality, you must improve process
quality ... doing this requires you to
measure and track process quality.”
Clearly there are many facets to this ob-
servation (and to be fair, the report later
goes on to explore some of these). For
instance, what does product quality and
process quality have to do with each
other? For many years now, this connec-
tion has been taken on faith and “rea-
soning.” But ’ve seldom seen a detailed
explanation of this. Is it true that we
can’t have a quality product using a
poor-quality process (and what exactly
is a poor-quality process)?

Note that positive, firm statement:
you must improve process quality to
improve product quality. And to im-
prove process quality, you must mea-
sure and track the process. Obviously,
there’s no room for doubt in this au-
thor’s mind. But what if your process is
okay right now; will measuring and
tracking it improve product quality?
What if it’s “almost” okay? Will the
gain in product quality offset the cost
of the additional measurement and
tracking?

The Army Psychological Opera-
tions Field Manual points out that
simplification has the following char-
acteristics:

B [t thinks for others. Often people
will accept information they can’t
verify personally as long as they
consider the source an authority.
Others might be too busy to think

things through or are uneducated
and willingly accept convenient sim-
plifications.

B [t’s concise. Simplification seems to
go directly to the heart of the mat-
ter, so the propaganda’s target might
not even consider that there could
be another answer to the problem.

B [t builds ego. Some software devel-
opers are reluctant to believe that
areas outside their own specialty are
difficult to understand. For
stance, a colleague who specialized
in programming languages told me
that there was no need to hire soft-
ware engineering experts to teach
software engineering courses be-
cause “anyone that has ever written
a large piece of software should be
qualified to do so ...” Yet this same
colleague would probably have a
heart attack if I expressed interest in
teaching an advanced compilers
course. Simplifications reinforce the
ego of targets whose expertise is in
other areas because they reinforce
the idea that these techniques or ap-
proaches aren’t actually beyond
their understanding.

in-

The tool works

These are just a few examples of
well-known propaganda techniques.
Innovators who want to get their work
accepted by others would be well ad-
vised to study propaganda as the mili-
tary, political parties, and even corpo-
rations use it. While we have come to
associate propaganda with nefarious
mind-control plots and political ex-
tremists, it’s really just an approach to
convincing others to see things the way
you do.

What do you think?

I’d like to hear from readers about
your thoughts on this issue. Do you
recognize the propaganda aspects of
any current or past “movements”
within the software development in-
dustry? Have you found propaganda
important in fostering change in your
organization? Let me know. Please
write me at warren.harrison@com-
puter.org. &
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