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Parsing Complex Experiences

• Parse experience = divide experience into 
patterns, i.e. separate&meaningful chunks

• Each pattern leaves something out => distorted, 
simplified & incomplete result “in our head”

• Any complex shape can be parsed according to 
different patterns

• Our perception proceeds in different directions 
depending on our patterns

• What we notice is biased by starting vocabulary
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Parsing Complex Experiences

• People have different patterns and priorities among 
their patterns => different results

• Common Errors:

• Focus on something irrelevant

• Omit something crucial 

• SE:

• Some focus on process and measurement

• Other focus on people and interaction

• Some focus on technology, other on management
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Unknowable & Incommunicable

• We don’t notice what is in front of us

• We don’t have adequate names for what we 
do notice

• In communication

• We don’t know exactly what it is we try to 
communicate

• We don’t have the words to describe it
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Unknowable & Incommunicable

• Some things we want to communicate are pre-
concious, i.e. not yet full thoughts, just a sense 
of something

• By requiring exactness we may limit it

• We can also force people to commit too early
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Shared Experiences

• Repeated conversations can iteratively weed out 
misunderstandings

• Shared experience = experience sufficiently in 
common with another do you can re-evoke it

• We jointly construct new concepts a little at a time

• If you miss the shared experience you have to trace 
back to some common ground & be “brought up to 
speed”

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

• We can’t.

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

• We can’t.

• We can never hope to completely specify the 
requirements or the design

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

• We can’t.

• We can never hope to completely specify the 
requirements or the design

• We have to assume some prior experience:

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

• We can’t.

• We can never hope to completely specify the 
requirements or the design

• We have to assume some prior experience:

• If they have more, we can write/say less

tisdag den 12 april 2011



Irony of Software Dev

• We write specs and design docs as though we can 
actually explain what we mean.

• We can’t.

• We can never hope to completely specify the 
requirements or the design

• We have to assume some prior experience:

• If they have more, we can write/say less

• If they have less, we have to write/say more
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Task for SW Dev

• Manage incompleteness of our communications

• NOT:

• Complete spec, design, implementation or test 
since complete communication is not possible

• SW Dev = Cooperative game of communication
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Communication Costs
• Cost of transferring ideas is key in SW Dev

• Office layout and interaction patterns affect costs:

• Lost-opportunity cost of not asking questions

• Overall cost of detecting and transferring info (erg-seconds)

• Reduced cost from background info discovery (osmotic)

• Osmotic communication

• Taking in information without directly paying attention to it

• Lowers cost of idea transfer

• But: Draft = unwanted/distracting information in background
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Caves and commons
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Office layouts
Layout Osmosis “Draft”

Separate rooms None None

Separate rooms + many meeting 
rooms

None None

General Open space High Very High

Gen. Open Space + Meeting rooms High High

Team open space Highest Neutral

Caves & commons Highest May be limited
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Information radiators

Progress

Progress &
Quality

Work breakdown
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Information radiators

Progress

Progress &
Quality

Work breakdown
Reflection outcome
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Information radiators: The Wall
[Sharp2009]
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Not only passive “radiation”
[Sharp2009]
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Communication modalities/
mechanisms

• Physical proximity

• 3D

• Smell

• Kinestethics

• Touch

• Sound

• Visuals

• Cross-modality Timing

• Trust & Learning

• Shared, Persistent Info Radiator
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Goal

Micro-changes 
compund, give info on:
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Goal

Micro-changes 
compund, give info on:

Direction of pull

Effects of their 
actions => notice 

wrong pulls

Reason to pull in 
desired direction
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