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UNDER THE SINK

Holy Triage, 
Batman!
Code triage: it’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to 
do it—quickly, well and often on very little notice.

ALMOST ONCE PER WEEK, SOMEONE COMES TO 
ME ASKING FOR A CODE AUDIT. Almost invariably, 

code triage, or 

A real code audit means auditing to a standard, 
a process in which code is checked to see that it 

standard is unusually well suited to ensuring 

audit mean is make me a one-page list of every way in 
which this software deviates from the ideal
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inputs, environments and eventualities, to provide a standard to 
compare code to an 

objective standard, without such a standard, audit is impossible.

every problem in your code while you are still developing 

every 

I do sometimes say yes to code reviews
code triage

Code review

Code triage  

 

The Role of Triage

in enough volume, on tight enough deadlines, with little enough 

LJ271-Nov2016.indd   71 10/20/16   11:31 AM



UNDER THE SINK

72  |  November 2016  |  http://www.linuxjournal.com

The People Phase

someone programmed, but it never will tell you what someone intended 
should have intended to 

program. I begin code triage on complex projects (anything that seems 

Keep excellent notes.

be kept in such a way that team members can collaborate in as close to 

Your complete notes should be close at hand at all times during the 

Use varied sources.
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through his writing.
Listen mindfully.

I tend to ask users most about their use cases. I ask developers most 

I ask everyone about the things they would like to change and not like to 

that, by nature, I cannot ask:
What assumptions do I hear when people talk about the software?

the documentation in detail, I do not know which assumptions are or are 

What problems have others identified already? 
What barriers have others found when they 
have tried to make improvements? What 
frustrates people? What changes are people 
afraid of? What functionality do they depend on?
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their correctness. Spotting them takes practice.

like to go to dinner, and that you have an opinion about what time you 
would like to go.

your desk ate the pencil.
Try This Exercise:

ask about such a simple program to root out unspoken assumptions 

Put others at ease.

take over or triaging in order to assist the standing team, these will 

contributors or potential contributors ask the development team the 
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do not take an adversarial mindset into any 
interview, no matter how badly you think anyone may have done his or 
her job. It will come through in your speech and behavior, and it will make 

the day you wrestled with their bad code.

Formality causes most people to expect an adversarial experience, which 

 

and drinking is a natural signal to the body that we are not in combat, 

later. Your job during the interview is to be empathetic and let them 
talk. Nobody gets up in the morning and decides to write terrible 

environment, or being in over their heads, or lacking resources, or 

LJ271-Nov2016.indd   75 10/20/16   11:31 AM



UNDER THE SINK

76  |  November 2016  |  http://www.linuxjournal.com

nightmare with no design integrity whatsoever, no documentation and 

integrity. I also was able to get in touch with someone in the accounting 
department who could help me reconstruct which contractors I would 
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Don’t be afraid to go back.

to. I end all interviews by asking permission to contact the people again 

The Proxy Phase

whatever relevant people I can reach, I still have work to do around the 

likely problems, or signs that certain other things may be well handled, 
or tools that may exist to make my work with the code easier. I call this 
the proxy stage

code base. Reliable, reproducible builds are necessary to the development 
process, and little improvement to the code can happen without them.

On the other hand, discovering that the source control, build system 
and so on are in good shape tells you that spending time digging through 

took the time to use those tools properly.
Begin with documentation.

Reliable, reproducible builds are necessary to 
the development process, and little improvement 
to the code can happen without them.
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who cares about what components, other than the developers.

 Insight into the mental models that developers were operating on while 
writing code.

Spelunk issue queue contents (current and historical).

 Find out how issues have been handled in the past; this will tell you a 

not solved.

 Find out what security issues have cropped up in the past and how they 
were dealt with.

 Find out how active the community/team is in general.

Look at tests.
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Examine tooling (build system, CI infrastructure, source control setup 
and so on).

Use commit messages, tags and branch structure within the SCM.

Look at general style and code quality.

 Does the indentation, overall structure and so on suggest the absence 
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you have time.

The Code Phase

build system was unusable, the code was locked up in an inaccessible 

new developers by giving them access to code they could actually build 
and documentation on how it all worked.

Do not try to read, let alone understand, all or most of the 
code.
irrelevant to your search, unless the code is shockingly well written. 

right now, and what do I 

You will get your biggest gains by improving development process 

that end, see below.
Evaluate program architecture.
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developer error and increases the speed at which developers can 

the code resembles spaghetti.
Catalog interfaces.

Catalog data stores and data sources.

Remain mindful of assumptions. As you go through the code, 
keep in mind all the assumptions you noted earlier. Note anything in 

Putting It All Together
Don’t go down rabbit holes.
tempted, at some point, to dive in to an interesting problem. Six hours 
later, your triage will be shot. You do not have time to understand any 

LJ271-Nov2016.indd   81 10/20/16   11:31 AM



UNDER THE SINK

82  |  November 2016  |  http://www.linuxjournal.com

Triage is more complicated when you do not understand the problem 
space

with a domain expert by your side.

others. Lay out a plan, and describe what led you to choose that plan. 

been moved to another SCM.

have, the better you will become at triage.
Practice is the way to improve your code triage skil ls. Good practice 

 
and trends in a sea that you cannot read l ine by l ine. Additionally,  
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SOME ANSWERS TO THE “TRY THIS EXERCISE”

 

$HOME

Send comments or feedback via  
http://www.linuxjournal.com/contact 
or to ljeditor@linuxjournal.com.
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