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> Do developers continue to
improve

> Do they plateau

> Is there a decline at
some point?



Status Quo:
Aging brings a 
decline in the 
adoption & 
absorption of new 
programming 
language. 



“We know that older people have 
more experience and better 

judgment, but younger people seem 
more likely to have used specific 
technologies we’re using, and we 
like people who can hit the ground 

running ”

“There's no inherent "Too Old," just 
perceptions on the part of the 

interviewers”

“Basically it says that the Valley 
prefers younger candidates who will 
put in all-nighters for lower wages, 

and advocates that experienced 
programmers move into management 
positions after they hit a certain age”



Research Questions

Does age have a positive 
effect on programming 

knowledge? 

Do older programmers 
possess a wider variety 

of technologies and 
skills?

To what degree do older 
programmers learn new 

technologies?



Stack Overflow (SO) is a 
programming discussion 

website based on 
questions and answers 
about programming that 

are provided by the online 
community using the site. 

We draw on StackOverflow
to answer our questions



Quick Facts Stack Overflow has over 1.6 
million registered users and 4.5 
million questions. 

Over 300,000 SO users have specified 
their age, which suggests to us that it 
might prove a suitable candidate for 
exploring questions regarding age and 
programming. 



In order to emphasize the evaluation of knowledge over time, we based 
our collection and analysis sample on the following criteria: 

Users aged 15 to 70, form a ‘working age’ interval, excluding 
outlier age values like 99, and Null 

We selected users who answered questions out of a belief that 
answers are more reflective of programming knowledge than 
questions. 

For the purposes of our analysis, we treat SO reputation as a 
proxy for programming knowledge. 



the ability to identify 
complex relations and 

make inferences based on 
them 

experience, breadth of 
knowledge, comprehension, 

judgment, and wisdom 



A regression analysis 
showed that there is a 

positive relationship between 
age and reputation on 

StackOverflow.
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N.b. We treat reputation as a proxy 
for programming knowledge.



We theorize that programmers 
acquire technology and skill 

knowledge as they progress in 
their careers. 

We count the references to each “question 
tag”, grouped by age and normalize by 

number of programmers reporting that age.

There is initially a decline in the mean 
number of tags per programmer, 

bottoming around age 30, followed by 
an increase in the 40’s and 50’s and 

dispersion in the 60’s.





Given the strength of the relationship 
between age and the selected new 

technologies is relatively weak, we do 
not have strong evidence against older 

programmers learning new 
technologies. It appears that older 

programmers do learn new 
technologies.



Does the SO population 
represent the programmer 

population? 

Does SO reputation 
measure programming 

knowledge? 

Does measuring programming 
knowledge say anything about 

programming ability?

It is possible that the causation between 
age and programming knowledge 

exhibited in the data is because higher-
knowledge individuals choose to stay 

active and engaged later in life, rather 
than because individuals gain knowledge 
over time, a point made by Hultsch et al 

1999.

High SO question and reputation 
scores may indicate a talent for 

explanation and for clever writing 
more than an ability to translate 

knowledge in to code.

It is possible that SO represents a kind of 
‘early adopter’ rather than the 

programming profession.

This also has implications for the age 
data; perhaps younger programmers join 

as a matter of course, while the older 
developers that join may only do so if 
they know themselves to be especially 

knowledgeable. 



Are older software 
engineers like wine? 

It tastes better when 
older? 

Should software 
development companies 

invest in older, more 
experienced developers 
owing to the fact that 

they continue to develop 
and acquire knowledge 

over time?

How can this work be 
validated?

Does Age relate or correlate 
with Programming Knowledge?

[What's your ‘gut’ take on 
this?]


