A methodology for performing meta-analyses of
developers attitudes towards programming practices

Abstract. Programming practices are often labelled "best practice" and "bad
practice" by developers. This label can be subjective but we can see trends
among developers. A methodology for performing meta-analyses of articles
discussing any given practice was created to determine programmers overall
attitudes towards any given practice while accounting for factors such as
whether they considered alternative approaches.

Introduction

Programming practices can often be described as bad practice or best practice
depending on whether they have a positive or negative impact on the maintainability
of the code in which they are used[1].

For software developers looking for information regarding any given
programming practice, sources will vary in their level of detail. For example, a
manual page will demonstrate how to use a practice but will not weigh in on the
discussion of when or if the practice should be used. Opinion pieces may go into
significantly more detail with discussions about pros/cons of the practice, where it's
applicable and alternative approaches that can be used to solve the same problem.

If one article labels a programming practice "bad practice" and another "good
practice" which should the reader believe?

The level of detail of an article can be used to determine academic rigour. An
article suggesting to use the practice but without discussing alternative approaches is
not making as strong a case for its use as a similar article which compares the practice
to alternatives and explains why one approach is preferred over others.

A scoring system will be created to grade articles on their academic rigour. Once
articles are graded, it will be possible to compare two or more articles based on their
academic rigour and then perform a meta-analysis of any number of articles
discussing a specific bad practice.

If academic rigour were ignored and a meta-analysis carried out using a simple
tally of articles with positive/negative/neutral opinions a different conclusion may be
drawn compared with an analysis including academic rigour. Academically rigourous
articles may be more or less likely to have a favourable opinion of the practice.

Aims and Objectives

1. Create a scoring system which can be used to:
1. Grade the analytic rigour of an article/book/paper discussing a
particular programming practice.
2. Compare the academic rigour of different articles for the purposes of
meta-analysis.
3. Compare the overall quality of discussions about a specific



programming practice.

2. Calculating the score should not require reading the article in detail to
calculate the score and anything used to calculate the score should be a binary
choice.

3. With a scoring system in place, perform proof-of-concept meta-analyses on
practices which are well known to be described as "good" and "bad" to
demonstrate that the meta-analysis framework is fit for purpose.

Methodology

1. Metric for comparing analytical rigour in programming articles

Differing methodological rigor in sources is a problem which exits exists when doing
any kind of meta-analysis. When performing meta-analysis of clinical trials the
Cochrane Collaboration[2] consider methodological rigour an important part of their
meta-analysis.

Rather than simply counting the number of trials which show a positive outcome
and counting the number of trials which show a negative outcome, they weigh the
trials based on methodological rigour. For example in a meta-analysis of a drug they
may find that 3 trials show that it is an effective treatment and 8 which say that it is
not. Instead of simply counting the numbers on each side, they look at the academic
rigor of each study and use that as a factor when building their conclusion of the
overall efficacy of the treatment.

In a meta-analysis of the efficacy of homeopathic treatments[3] they found that
trials of homeopathy with a poor methodology are much more likely to show a
positive outcome whereas trials with a robust methodology are much more likely to
conclude that homeopathy is no better than placebo.

This is because methodological rigour can affect the outcome. For example, by
putting the most healthy patients in the experimental group and putting the least
healthy patients in the control group it's likely that the experimental group will see
significant improvement over the control group regardless of whether the drug being
tested has any effect[4].

For programming articles, academic rigour can be plotted against whether the
article recommends using or avoiding the practice to create a meta-analysis in a
similar manner.

It should be possible to draw conclusions such as as an article's academic rigour
increases, it is more likely to recommend using the practice in question

The created metric was based on the Jadad Scale[5] used for analysis of clinical
trials in medicine. The Jadad Scale is a 5 point scale using a 3 question questionnaire
which can be used to quickly assess the methodological rigour used in a clinical trial.
The questions asked are: Was the study described as randomized?, Was the study
described as double blind? and Was there a description of withdrawals and
dropouts?. These are then used to generate a score from zero (very poor) to five
(rigorous). By citation count the Jadad Scale is the most widely used method of
comparing clinical trials in the world[6].



As the Jadad Scale is not applicable for anything other the clinical trials, a new
metric was created based on the principles of the Jadad scale to be used in
determining the academic rigour of any given article about a programming practice. A
seven point scale was chosen with a point awarded if the article does each of the
following:

Describes how to use the practice

Provides a code example of using the practice

Discusses potential negative/positive implications of using the practice
Describes alternative approaches to the same problem

Provides like for like code samples comparing the practice to alternative
approaches

6. Discusses of pros/cons of the compared approaches

7. Offers a conclusion on when/where/if the practice is suitable

wh W=

Using this metric, a manual page that describes a practice and provides a sample of
how to use it would score two whereas an article that discussed the pros/cons of
different approaches and made a recommendation would score seven.

2. Meta-analysis

For any meaningful conclusions to be drawn, two axis are required. Clinical trials
could be separated by their Jadad score but this alone tells us nothing about the
efficacy of the treatment. To produce a conclusion we need to plot the Jadad Score of
a trial against outcome.

For example, a set of trials studying the same treatment can be analysed and
observations drawn such as trials with lower Jadad scores are more likely to produce
a positive result, indicating that the stronger the methodological rigor the less likely
the treatment is to be shown to be effective.

Programming articles do not produce a result, but they can offer a
recommendation to use or avoid the practice being discussed. A manual page won't
make a recommendation but an opinion piece will discuss if/when the practice being
described should be used.

A five point scale was used to model the recommendation made by an article:

1. Always favour this practice over alternatives

2. Favour this practice over alternatives unless specific (defined*) circumstances
apply

3. Neutral - No recommendation (e.g. a manual page) or no conclusion drawn

4. Only use this practice in specific (defined*) circumstances

5. Always favour alternative approaches

A five point scale was chosen over a three point scale as there may be cases where an
article is concluded with a discussion of trade-offs. For example where an approach
may be faster but less flexible an author may conclude their article with something
like "use this practice unless performance is a priority".

This meta-analysis will focus on flexibility. If a conclusion is drawn that you



should use a practice when flexibility is preferred over performance (or any other
consideration) then the article would be awarded a score of 2 and considered as
"Favour this practice unless performance is a paramount concern".

The focus of the analysis could be be changed to performance, security or any
other metric and results gathered in the same manner.

* For scores 2 and 4, the specific circumstances have to be described rather than
alluded to.

For example Buss[7] writes:
When designing a system, it’s important to pick the right design principle for your
model. In many circumstances, it makes sense to prefer composition over inheritance.
This article only alludes to when using inheritance is preferable and provides only
examples where composition is preferred. In this case the article is given a 5 despite
the conclusion saying "many circumstances" rather than "all circumstances".

On the other hand, Ericson[8] says:
If you aren’t sure if a class should inherit from another class ask yourself'if you can
substitute the child class type for the parent class type. For example, if you have a
Book class and it has a subclass of ComicBook does that make sense? Is a comic book
a kind of book? Yes, a comic book is a kind of book so inheritance makes sense. If it
doesn’t make sense use association or the has-a relationship instead.
In this instance, the author clearly states a situation where inheritance should be used
over composition so would be given a recommendation score of 4.

3. Collecting data

Non-academic sources

In 1950, a vote at the meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of
Science showed that about half those present now embraced the idea of continental
drift. [...] Interestingly, oil company geologists had known for years that if you
wanted to find oil you had to allow for precisely the sort of surface movements that
were implied by plate tectonics. But oil geologists didn’t write academic papers, they
Jjust found oil.

Bryson[9]

The Singleton has been regarded as bad practice in industry since at least 2003[10]
with developers denouncing it ever since[11-21] yet where it is mentioned in
academia it is only discussed as having been utilised while developing software rather
than discussing whether it should or should not have been used[23-23]. Given the
scale of negativity towards the pattern in industry and lack of discussion in academia,
it's unsurprising that patterns lesser known within industry are never even mentioned
in academic works.

This is likely because practices are encountered by people who spend 8 hours a
day working on large projects where they are likely to encounter problems that
academics focussing mostly on theory will not. Industry experts tend to work on large
software projects which require constant maintenance and enhancement for years or
even decades. They are able to determine which practices prevent them performing
maintenance efficiently.



Although, like the oil geologists, they don't tend to write academic papers, many
developers post articles on websites run by themselves or the company they work for
discussing these issues.

As there is little discussion of the merits of most practices in academia yet there
are many articles written by companies, developers and technology journalists, a
wider search was conducted using Google. As a Google search for singleton pattern
yields over half a million hits, a complete systematic review was not feasible. Instead,
the first 100 relevant results from a Google search for the relevant practice will be
used as the sample.

A relevant result is defined as an article which is written by a single author or
organisation describing or discussing the singleton pattern. Discussion forums, posts
on social media and question & answer sites will not be included as these pages will
include multiple opinions. Comments sections on articles will be omitted for the same
reason. Any article which has a Jadad style score of zero will also be deemed
irrelevant.

Google was used to act as a randomization tool. A search returns any articles
discussing the practice regardless of whether they are for or against its use.

Each article was then given a Jadad style score from 0-7 and a score for its
recommendation.

3.1 Additional considerations
There are several practical issues with collecting data in this manner:

1. To minimise the effect of Google giving user-specific results based on
previous searches, results were collected while logged out and using the
browser's private browsing mode and closing the browser between each search
term.

2. Search results will not be truly random due to the way Google's algorithm
works and results will be sorted by *relevance* and the way Google sorts the
results may have implicit bias: The most popular links and most cited links
will appear first. Although not truly random, this gives a better overview of
the zeitgeist than a genuinely randomised sample by putting the most
read/cited articles ahead of less read/cited pages. Articles which are widely
shared and linked to will be more likely to appear in the first 100 results.

3. A practice may have more than one common name. When this is the case,
each name will be searched for and 100 results collected in total. If a practice
is known by 4 different names, the first 25 relevant results for each practice
were used. If a result lists both names it will only be counted once.

4. Other search engines may yield different results. Google was chosen because
of its dominance and likelihood to have indexed more results. Using a search
engine such as Qwant[24] which does not offer personalised results would
make the results easier to replicate but may not offer as comprehensive results.
Regardless of which search engine is used, results will change over time.

Further research is required to determine the extent of which these factors may affect



results.
However, regardless of these factors, results should be indicative of developers
attitudes towards the programming practice being analysed.

4. Test methodology

To verify that the suggested meta-analysis methodology produces meaningful results,
a meta-analysis was performed on two practices where the result can be anticipated
with a high degree of certainty. If the methodology works as intended, the following
hypotheses should be proven true.

4.1.0 Singleton pattern

The singleton pattern is well known as being considered bad practice among
developers[19] and will act as a good benchmark for testing the meta-analysis
methodology.

4.1.1 Hypothesis

Before the results were collected it was expected that articles which had a higher
Jadad style score (higher academic rigour) would be more likely to suggest avoiding
the practice.

4.2.0 Dependency Injection

Dependency Injection is antithesis to the Singleton Pattern and is much more flexible.
Although there are some practical considerations when using Dependency Injection
and there is widespread discussion about the best way to implement it, it's widely
considered the best approach for flexibility[25].

4.2.1 Hypothesis

Dependency Injection a well established method of increasing flexibility in code[26].
Because of this, it was expected that there would be few to no negative
recommendations and as the Jadad style score increases articles should be more likely
to suggest favouring dependency injection over alternative approaches.



5. Results

5.1 Singleton
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Fig 1. Singleton - Results

Each line represents an article and the left (orange) bar for each article is the
recommednation going from 5: Avoid this practice at all costs (Far left) to 1: Favour
this practice over alternatives.

The right (blue) bar for each article is the Jadad style score measuring academic
rigour. A score of seven means the article describes the practice, provide code
examples, discusses alternative approaches, provides like-for-like code samples,
discusses the pros/cons of each approach and makes a recommendation of which
approach should be used.

Article 1 has a recommendation score of 3 and a Jadad style score of 1. It does not
go into detail and it's recommendation is neutral; it doesn't suggest either avoiding or
favouring use of the Singleton Pattern.

Article 99 on the other hand has a strongly recommends against using the
Singleton Pattern and has an Jadad stlye score of 7, it compares the singleton against
alternatives in detail and concludes by strongly recommending against its use
(recommendation score of 5).

Raw data is available as appendix 1.

As hypothesised, articles with a high academic rigour are considerably more like
to suggest avoiding the singleton pattern.



Table 1. Singleton Pattern recommendation score

Number of articles

Recommendation . .
making recommendation

1: Always favour this practice over alternatives 0

2: Favour this practice over alternaitves except in specific 1

circumstances

3: Neutral/no recommedation 65

4: Favour alternative approaches except in specific 16

circumstances

5: Always favour alternative approaches 18

If a simple tally was used, the singleton pattern would appear to have a mostly neutral
recommendation score. 65% of articles do not recommend for or against its use.

5.1.1 Key findings - Singleton Pattern

The mode recommendation is neutral. If a developer looked through articles
about the singleton pattern, 65% of the articles they read would not
recommend against using the Singleton Pattern.

The mean recommendation score is is 3.5. From this alone it could be inferred
that the singleton pattern is generally considered to be neutral, slightly
discouraged but not widely avoided.

When the Jadad style score is taken into account, every article which makes a
recommendation recommends against using the singleton pattern
(recommendation score of 4 or 5).

Only 22% of articles about the singleton pattern even mention alternative
approaches that can be used to solve the same problem

Of those that recommend against using the pattern, over half say it should be a
voided at all cost.

55 of the 65 articles which make a neutral recommendation are manual type
pages (Jadad style score of 2) which show how to use the pattern but do not
weigh in on when, where or if it should be used and do not compare the
pattern to alternatives.

No articles which make a recommendation recommend using the singleton
pattern instead of alternative approaches



5.2 Dependency Injection

w Jadad |
= Recommendation

4 2 0 2 4 6 8

Fig 1. DependenC); Injection - Results

Raw data is available in appendix 2.
As hypothesised, Dependency Injection is seen as overwhelmingly positive with
zero articles discouraging its general use.
The breakdown of recommendation scores is as follows:
Table 2. Dependency Injection recommendation score

Number of articles

Recommendation . .
making recommendation

1: Always favour this practice over alternatives 50

2: Favour this practice over alternaitves except in specific 5

circumstances

3: Neutral/no recommedation 45

4: Favour alternative approaches except in specific 0

circumstances

5: Always favour alternative approaches 0

In a tally of whether articles recommend using or avoiding the practice, 50% of
articles recommending using the practice over alternatives.

5.2.1 Key findings - Dependency Injedction

e The mean score is 1.94 which shows that even using a simple tally, the overall
recommendation is that Dependency Injection is a favourable pattern among
developers.

e Every article with an academic rigour score of 4 or higer recommends using
this practice instead of alternative.

e When the Jadad style score is taken into consideration, 47 of the 50 articles
with a neutral recommendation are manual style pages which show how the
pattern is used but do not discuss when, where or if it should be used.
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¢ Discounting the manual pages, only two of the remaining 53 articles make a
neutral recommendation and both of those have a *Jadad* style score 3.

o As the Jadad style score increases, the probability that an article will
recommend using Dependency Injection over alternatives increases

e Only 5 of the 55 articles in favour of dependency injection suggest there some
specific circumstances where alternatives should be used instead (*Jadad*
style score of two).

5. Conclusion

By testing the methodology with practices that the outcome can be predicted for it
was possible to validate this meta-analysis methodology.

The methodology produced the expected result. It was shown that if an author
considered alternative approaches they were more likely to recommend against using
the Singleton Pattern. The inverse was also true for Dependency Injection.

As these were the expected results, the methodology suggested can be shown to
work as intended and provide an overview of the attitudes of developers about any
given practice.

This meta-analysis methodology gives more insight into the overall opinion of
programming practices than a simple tally of for/against/neutral by also accounting
for academic rigour.

5.2 Additional findings

1. Although a small sample size of two practices were tested, in both cases
roughly half of articles analyse do not make a recommendation on
when/where the practice should be used. For the singleton pattern only 45% of
analysed articles discussed whether the pattern should be used or avoided.

2. Any developer looking for information on a practice will find more
information about *how™ to use a practice than *when* or *where* the
practice is applicable.

## 5.1 Problems Encountered

Data collection using Google became increasingly difficult after around 80
relevant results. The number of irrelevant articles appearing in search results begin to
heavily outweigh the relevant articles and there was a significant issue with
duplicated content. Articles had been posted on multiple websites, often without dates
or author names, making it difficult to keep track of which articles had already been
included in the meta-analysis.

Since Dependency Injection and the Singleton pattern are both widely known and
discussed programming practices, finding 100 unique relevant results for lesser
known practices may be difficult.

5.2 Future Research

This research could be continued by running the same meta-analysis on different
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search engines and comparing the results or looking into trends over time using article
dates. For example, it may be observed that a practice is seen favourably in articles
published in 1990s-2000s and then less favourably as time progresses.

This methodology could be abstracted to and used for a meta-analysis of any
widely discussed topic by defining the scales for academic rigour and
recommendation.
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Appendix 2. Raw data: Dependency Injection

URL Describe Example Implications Alternatives C*™P*"%°™ pros/Con Recommendation ;, 4,4
code scale
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