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     A company executive team 
sends a long list of project 
requirements to a group of 
outside programmers. In a few 
months, the outside 
programmers send back the 
developed program and the 
executive team celebrates. Fast 
forward a few years and users 
are beginning to complain of 
bugs and glitches. Unable to 
understand the code, the 
executive team withdraws the 
project and starts over again. 
Sound familiar? As companies 
spend billions of dollars hiring 
outside programmers to develop 
websites and applications for 
them, keeping externally-coded 
websites and applications 
running has become almost 
impossible for IT teams. Here are 
three key ideas to avoid such 
disaster:

 

Reuse software

      Developing projects is not 
about showcasing your coding 
skills. Instead of spending weeks 
coding, say, a particular GUI, just 
try to search it up and copy it 
from the open-source 
community. Most popular open-
source programs are already as 
concise as they can be. Coding 
up the same program is a waste 
of time and efficiency.



2. Don’t have so many features

     Sure, programmers love 
adding extra tools to their code. 
In large projects, however, this 
trait of ours can be an issue. Not 
only may many features cause 
our program interface to become 
unusable, but it becomes 
impossible to fix bugs as there is 
too much code to look through 
and understand.
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3. Keep programming in-house

     While hiring many outside programmers may seem initially cost-efficient and time-effective to companies as 
the cost of their work and time to completion beats that of a traditional IT team, it ultimately renders the company 
helpless when bugs and glitches occur. Programmers will understand— it can be extremely difficult to 
understand complex code written by someone else. Therefore, it is important that at least a member of the 
company’s IT team is involved in the programming process and understands the code.
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   Another serious problem for 
algorithms is that there is often 
no feedback as to whether the 

predictions of an algorithm are 
wrong. While the algorithm 
might be changed if all the 
prisoners COMPAS grants bail to 
jump bail, no input can be 
collected as to whether the 
prisoner not granted bail would 
have truly jumped bail. If the 
COMPAS algorithm only receives 
inputs as to whether the prisoner 
jumped bail, the algorithm will 
only change their criteria for 
granting bail rather than denying 
bail. This loop creates an 
unfortunate situation where 
algorithms gradually “identify” 
more patterns that put more 
people into prison pre-trial, 
instead of granting the people 
who are not flight risks bail. 



     Such are the obstacles that 

     As companies increasingly 
embrace algorithms as an 
“objective”, low-cost alternative 
to using humans to make 
decisions, one question remains 
crucial. Are algorithms truly 
objective? While it is true that 
algorithms do not hold personal 
biases that humans do, 
algorithms rely upon sometimes-
biased training data to make their 
decisions. Such biased 
algorithmic decisions can, in turn, 
perpetuate such biases within 
society on a much larger scale 
than previous biased humans 
could.



     One highly-significant 
example of a biased algorithm 
was the COMPAS algorithm used 
to predict the likelihood of 
defendants skipping bail. Judges 
would partially base their 
decisions to detain or grant bail  

before trial on the result of the 
COMPAS algorithm. In 2016, 
ProPublica reported that the 
algorithm was found to be 
baised against African-
Americans. Given the same 
propensity to skip bail, African-
Americans were often given a 
higher-risk score compared to 
Caucasian people. Why was this 
the case? Since the training data 
fed into the COMPAS algorithm 
was based upon past decisions  
to grant bail, it was evident that 
the algorithm had detected a 
pattern between race and 
granting bail and had therefore 
applied the same logic in its 
decisions. The COMPAS 
algorithm is a crucial example to 
how algorithms perpetuate the 
same discriminatory decisions 
that humans do, just on a much-
larger scale.

Source: Tim Cook / New York Times
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How did the programmer die in 
the shower?



He read the shampoo bottle 
instructions: Lather. Rinse. 
Repeat.

“Any fool can write code that a 
computer can understand. Good 
programmers write code that 
humans can understand.”



Martin Fowler

today’s programmers face as  
governments attempt to create 
algorithms that provide a low-
cost alternative to human 
decision-making while limiting  
training data bias.
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