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T
here has been plenty of dis-
cussion over the last several
decades about something

called “the software crisis.” Those
who speak of such a crisis claim
software projects are always
over budget, behind schedule,
and unreliable.

The software crisis
thinking represents a
damning condemnation of
software practice. The pic-
ture it paints is of a field
that cannot be relied upon
to produce valid products.

But it is important to
step back and ask some ques-
tions about this crisis thinking:

• Does it represent reality?
• Is it supported by research

findings?

In this column, I want to make
the point that, based on answers
to these questions, there is some-
thing seriously flawed in software
crisis thinking. The reality is, I
would assert, that we are in the
midst of what sociologists might

call the computing era—an era
that would simply not be possible
were it not for plentiful successful

software projects. Does that real-
ity suggest the software field is
really in crisis? Not according to
my way of thinking.

Specifically, I want to address
that second question, the one
about research findings. At first
glance, there are plenty of publi-

cations that conclude there really
is such a crisis. Many academic
studies assert the software crisis is
the reason behind the concept the
particular study is advocating, a
concept that is intended to
address and perhaps solve this
purported crisis. Software gurus
often engage in the same kind of
advocacy, and also frame their
pet topics as crisis solutions.

B
ut there is an underlying
problem here. Most such
academic papers and guru

reports cite the same source for
their crisis concern—a study pub-
lished by the Standish Group
more than a decade ago, a study
that reported huge failure rates,
70% or more, and minuscule suc-
cess rates, a study that con-
demned software practice by the
title they employed for the pub-
lished version of their study, The
Chaos Report [4].

So the Standish Chaos Report
could be considered fundamental
to most claims of crisis. What do
we really know about that study?PE
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That question is of increasing
concern to the field. Several
researchers, interested in pursuing
the origins of this key data, have
contacted Standish and asked for
a description of their research
process, a summary of their latest
findings, and in general a schol-
arly discussion of the validity of
the findings. They raise those
issues because most research stud-
ies conducted by academic and
industry researchers arrive at data
largely inconsistent with the Stan-
dish findings. 

Let me say that again. Objec-
tive research study findings do
not, in general, support those
Standish conclusions.

R
epeatedly, those researchers
who have queried Standish
have been rebuffed in their

quest. It is apparent that Standish
has not intended, at least in the
past, to share much of anything
about where the data used for the
Chaos Report comes from. And
that, of course, brings the validity
of those findings into question.

But now there is a significant
new thought regarding those
Standish findings. One pair of
researchers [3], combing carefully
over that original Standish report,
found a key description of where
those findings came from. The
report says, in Standish’s own
words, “We then called and
mailed a number of confidential
surveys to a random sample of top
IT executives, asking them to
share failure stories.” 

Note the words at the end of

that sentence: “… share failure
stories.” If that was indeed the
basis of the contact that Standish
made with its survey participants,
then the findings of the study are
quite obviously biased toward
reports of failure. And what does
it mean if 70% of projects that are
the subject of failure stories even-
tually failed? Not much. 

T
here is a dramatic case of
déjà vu here. In the 1980s it
was popular to support the

notion of a software crisis by cit-
ing the GAO Study, a report by
the U.S. Government Accounting
Office that described a terrible
failure rate among studied soft-
ware projects. But in that case,
after this had been going on for
far too long, one alert researcher
[1] reread the GAO Study and
found that it admitted, quite
openly, that it was a study of proj-
ects known to be failing at the
time the data was gathered. Once
this problem was identified, the
GAO Study was quite quickly
dropped as a citation to support
the notion of software crisis. It is
interesting that the first Standish
study came along not too long
afterward.

Is it true that the Standish
study findings are as biased
toward failure as the GAO Study
results? The truth of the matter is,
we don’t really know. That quoted
sentence cited previously certainly
suggests so, but it is not at all
clear how much of the study was
based on the initial contact that
sentence describes. And how

much of the subsequent study
findings (Standish has repeated its
survey and updated its Chaos
Report several times over the ensu-
ing years, see [2]) were also based
on that same research approach?

Once again, it is important to
note that all attempts to contact
Standish about this issue, to get to
the heart of this critical matter,
have been unsuccessful. Here, in
this column, I would like to
renew that line of inquiry. Stan-
dish, please tell us whether the
data we have all been quoting for
more than a decade really means
what some have been saying it
means. It is too important a topic
to have such a high degree of
uncertainty associated with it.
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