“Critical Success Factors In Software Projects”
John S. Reel’s article, “Critical Success Factors In Software Projects” in the 1999, May/June, issue of IEEE Software, attempts to identify several key management methods for producing quality products.  He begins by stating an all too well known truism about software projects: they are over budget and behind schedule.  He then continues to discuss the “characteristics of software-based endeavors [that] complicate management”.  Next, he refutes the idea that the solutions to these problems can be solved by using “elaborate analysis methodologies, highly advanced configuration management techniques, or the perfect development language.  Lastly, he introduces and explains his “five essential factors to managing a successful software project”; Start on the right foot, Maintain momentum, Track progress, Make smart decisions, Institutionalize post-mortem analyses.


This article is well written and offers software managers some valuable advice.  He supports his claims with some very good references and quotations, and makes a number of insightful points.  The author makes a very strong case; however there seems to be a few areas that could be improved upon.

One of the issues that should be addressed is in the section sub-titled “Managing Complexity”.  This section tries to identify what makes a managing a software project so complex.  The complexity of managing the personnel, the software developers, is indicated as the primary problem with software development.  Although managing employees, especially developers, is complicated, in practice it doesn’t seem that this is main reason that software projects fail.  

After all, the management of a ‘software developer’ type person is not new or more complex.  A software developer is a knowledge worker, who simply takes their knowledge of a specific domain combined with a fair amount of creativity and produces a specified product.  Many other professions fall under this broad definition, such as: architects, mechanical engineers, electrical engineers, civil engineers and many more.  Many of the same principals of managing individuals, in these industries, should be transferable to the management of software developers.  

