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To Release No More
or To “Release” Always:
Part I — The Myth

by Israel Gat

For most of my adult life, I have been perplexed by a
Pavlovian phenomenon: whenever I, as an engineering
manager, released code to manufacturing,1 the market-
ing folks reacted by conducting a three-week world-
wide analyst tour. As much as I appreciate good public
relations for my products, I viewed this phenomenon
as a mystery that I might one day solve, perhaps when
I retire. As luck would have it, the need to solve the
mystery has become more pressing in recent years
because agile has transformed the way we develop
software. My resolve to postpone exploring this phe-
nomenon until better days arrived came to an end when
a frazzled marketing manager said, “Israel, you guys
can code faster than my team can market.” Flattering as
this comment was, it led me to some far-reaching con-
clusions with respect to the way we develop and use
software in general, as well as enterprise software in
particular. This Executive Update series captures the
essence of my thoughts on the subject.

This first installment in a three-part series explains
why I consider the whole release concept a myth.
Subsequent Updates will address a more relaxed
approach to the engineering, support, customer, and
business design aspects of a release. Taken as a whole,
this series is a call to reform the software industry, and
quite possibly some related industries.

THE MYTH

Conventional wisdom holds the release concept as a
pillar of both the software engineering and the go-to-
market processes. From an engineering standpoint,
closure, whether real or imagined, is reached on 

releasing the code. From a business perspective, the
release is a well-defined entity that can be discussed
with the customer and promoted in the market, irre-
spective of whether the release is monetized. You can
actually think of the release as an “engineering meets
the business” construct. Metaphorically, the release is a
coin with two faces.

As is often the case with two-faced gods, such as Janus,
people tend to forget the dual nature, and that is true of
the release. A body of code that delivers certain features
and functionalities is one thing. The use of this body of
code by marketing and sales to accomplish business
results is quite another. Not only do the two activities
differ, but they do not necessarily need to be tied
together through a 1-to-1 relationship. For example, as
an engineering manager, I oversaw several releases that
were successful even though we lacked the marketing
resources to promote them.

Like a set of nested Russian dolls, the duality of the
term “release” often masks a deeper duality. You can
view the end user as the primary target of a release or
you can view the release as a vehicle for market devel-
opment. Philosophical as this differentiation of the
release might seem, it actually brings to the forefront
essential questions about the nature of software and
the nature of the market. We will table these important
questions for now and deal with them in depth in a
subsequent Update.

The Drinking Water Pool

Consider the following metaphor: A drinking water pool
has two pipes — an in-pipe and an out-pipe. The in-pipe
fills the pool with water, while the out-pipe draws water
out of the pool. Both pipes have faucets on them, as
adding water is independent of drawing water and vice
versa. For all we know, water added on 5 September
might not be withdrawn until 29 October. Assuming an
acceptable level of water treatment between the two
dates, this kind of asynchronous operation is perfectly
acceptable. Obviously, you do not want the pool to
overflow or to be empty. However, as long as these
two boundary conditions are satisfied, regular water
treatment is all one needs to keep things going.
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Think of the in-pipe in this example as engineering and
the out-pipe as the business. Engineering can post
releases at its own pace. The business can selectively
choose from the posted releases. In this paradigm,
marketing is not obligated to promote a release upon
its completion. Marketing might do so in three months;
it might choose to promote the current release with
another release due at a later time; it might choose to
make a release available on a limited basis; or it might
choose never to promote a release.

An intriguing question poses itself if you accept this
premise of asynchronous operation. If the business is free
to determine how it will promote a release in the market,
why should engineering be bound to producing releases
in the traditional manner? Can everyone benefit from
relaxing the constraints that usually surround a release
and move toward a more flexible, fluid release concept?
For example, how about made-to-order releases for
preferred customers? Do not infer that I recommend
professional services customization and deployment of
a standard release for the needs of a specific customer.
Rather, I advocate a “custom-tailored suits” approach;
we start by taking “measurements” of the customer and
produce a custom release by engineering. 

Up to a Point

Right or wrong, orthodox business theory teaches us to
aim at the market, not cater to the whims of each and
every customer in the market. We, of course, aspire to
serve as many customers as possible with every new
release through segmentation. However, even with
excellent segmentation, in software, we typically
serve the customer up to a point, not fully. The release
represents a compromise — one hopes a good one —
between the aggregation of all customer requirements
and what we can produce under realistic resource and
time constraints.

Serving our customers with up-to-a-point software might
sound innocuous enough, but I believe it represents the
most fundamental characteristic of software. None of us
would normally buy a car that lacks a major feature we
deem intrinsic to the car’s concept and function; say, a
steering wheel. We might not be getting a great steering
system that affects us viscerally in a certain car, but we
certainly get a functional steering system in any car.

Unlike software, up to a point applies only up to a point
with respect to cars: the car is complete without any
compromise as to fulfilling the common understanding
of what constitutes a car. You might not be able to take
an ordinary car off-road or drive it at 200 miles per hour
on a racetrack, but a car restricted to reasonable speeds
on paved roads definitely satisfies the common defini-
tion of a car for most buyers.

If we carefully examine a software release, it is not at all
clear whether it is complete in the sense discussed in the
previous paragraph. Software is categorized as supply
chain management (SCM), customer relation manage-
ment (CRM), network management, or some other
kind of software, just as a sedan, an SUV, or a cabriolet
defines categories in the car industry. However, a univer-
sal definition of completeness does not really exist for
any of these software categories. As a matter of fact, the
all-too-frequent request for enhancement (RFE) “race”
between customer and vendor clearly indicates lack of
completeness. Dozens of RFEs per product is not an
uncommon phenomenon. Some products actually reach
the distinction of hundreds of RFEs cut against them.

The RFE race is shocking enough, but compounding it is
a low average percentage of functions and features that
customers in enterprise software actually exercise. At XP
2002, Jim Johnson of the Standish Group reported that
45% of application features and functions provided in
enterprise software releases are never used, while 19%
are rarely used.2 In other words, close to two-thirds of
features and functions in a software product are practi-
cally worthless to both customer and vendor.

Bottom line, the value of the release construct from the
customer’s perspective is dubious; a small percentage
of functions and features are actually exercised, while
a great many are flagged as missing (in the form of the
RFE). If you accept this premise, the natural question to
ask is, “Well, then, is the release concept really useful to
engineering?”

Worshipping the Gods We Created Ourselves

In reality, the release is a fiction that we in engineer-
ing maintain through the software configuration and
change management (SCCM) tool. Look under the
wraps of an SCCM, and you will find any number of
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branches in the code. The code tree, with all of its cod-
ing history, is the real representation of the software.
The release is merely a branch in the code tree. One
branch or another can usually be designated as “The
Release.” The decision as to which branch constitutes
the official release can, and often does, happen at the
last minute. For most practical purposes in the engi-
neering context, the release is primarily a packaging
and distribution decision.

Viewing the release as a packaging and distribution
decision demystifies the concept and puts the rituals
that developed around it in proper perspective. Devel-
oping or building software (or any other entity) is one
thing; packaging and distributing it is quite another.
One cannot help wondering whether a one-size-fits-all
release philosophy is appropriate for current circum-
stances and technologies. What if I chose to package
and distribute my software in one way to benefit one
customer but in quite a different way for another cus-
tomer, thus providing a different set of features for
each? Customer support might not be excited about
maintaining two releases simultaneously, but the two
customers would love it!

Obviously, the question of scalability is of paramount
importance here. Maintaining two or three releases
simultaneously is a fairly common practice and is often
part of a software company’s currency policy with
respect to support for previous releases. The question
is: what about 50 simultaneous releases?!

Release No More

During a recent presentation at Agile 2008, Jeff Suther-
land indicated that PatientKeeper produced 45 releases
in one year.3 This data is consistent with the way signif-
icant parts of the retail division at Amazon.com func-
tion.4 Obviously, the notoriously long-duration beta
exercised by Google is of the same ilk.

A release-per-week pace practically renders the tradi-
tional release concept obsolete. The software becomes
much more of a fluid, alive, and evolving entity that
is not subordinate to an old-fashioned packaging and
distribution pattern. For most practical purposes, the
software becomes continuous. 

To successfully operate in a “the software is alive and
always evolving” manner, four questions need to be
answered:

1. How do engineering and support not lose control
and cohesion over numerous releases? 

2. How does the customer keep up with the flow
of releases?

3. What business design is appropriate for an 
“avalanche” of releases?

4. How does “the software is alive and always evolv-
ing” thinking relate to adjacent trends in software?

I will address these questions in forthcoming Updates.
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Moving your development organization
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