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NY Times Journal #6: Win Friends, Influence People, or Just Aim and Fire

Electronic Arts and Maxis recently released the online multiplayer game ”The Sims Online.”  The original Sims game was quite a runaway hit.  It managed to be popular with the mainstream audience as well as the typical gaming audience.  I myself enjoyed it for a short while when it first came out.  I have yet to try this new version, but I’ve heard that it suffers from the same issue that many, many other things in the world of technology do: pre-mature release.  


Developers of software, games, and hardware often release things far before they’re ready for consumption.  They adopt a “release first, patch later” policy whereby they release software first, and later make available patches that fix problems that never should have existed.  It is natural to assume that there will be some bugs or errors in any given piece of software, especially if it’s reasonably complex.  However, oftentimes software is released with crippling bugs or features missing.  That is the case in the Sims Online.  Many features that were originally planned were cut from the game.  No reason was given for the cuts, although one can assume that they were cut because they could not be implemented in time for the product to be released on schedule.  Of course, the schedule for release was developed with no real idea of how long it would take to develop and include all of the features that were promised.  The people making the timelines don’t know what the people making the game are doing.  The people making the game can’t tell the people making the timelines what to do, because they only listen to the almighty dollar.  It’s maddening because so many times a product is released that falls well short of its potential simply because the developers were not given time to finish what they had set out to do.  

The converse of this is when developers are given too much time to finish what they set out to do.  Products that fall into this trap are often called vaporware, because their appearance on the market is like vapor – nonexistent.  A groundbreaking product is announced, years ahead of the competition.  It’ll revolutionize the industry.  Everyone gets excited, and the developer gets to work.  A year passes, and still nothing to show for all of this work.  Two years, people are beginning to doubt the product.  Three years.  No one even remembers what the product was supposed to do.  Four years.  The product is a joke, a legend, a myth.  The sad thing is, once products have been in development for unreasonably long periods of time, they often get cancelled because there’s nothing for the bean-counters to see.  They see no progress, they cut the funding, and all of the previous work that was done has gone to waste.  


Development of software (or hardware) truly is all about striking the delicate balance between too little development time and too much.  Unfortunately, developers who are given all the time in the world to produce something often take all the time in the world.  Developers who are pushed by a deadline end up pushing their products out the door in unfinished states, disappointing those who were waiting.  It seems that development, as with almost every other aspect of life, is all about balance.  
