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Large language models like GPT and Codex drastically alter many daily tasks, including programming, where
they can rapidly generate code from natural language or informal specifications. Thus, they will change what
it means to be a programmer and how programmers act during software development. This work explores
how Al assistance for code generation impacts productivity. In our user study (N=24), we asked programmers
to complete Python programming tasks supported by a) an auto-complete interface using GitHub Copilot, b) a
conversational system using GPT-3, and c) traditionally with just the web browser. Aside from significantly
increasing productivity metrics, participants displayed distinctive usage patterns and strategies, highlighting
that the form of presentation and interaction affects how users engage with these systems. Our findings
emphasize the benefits of Al-assisted coding and highlight the different design challenges for these systems.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Modern Machine Learning (ML) systems like Large Language Models (LLMs) promise to support
humans across many fields. They can process large volumes of information and consolidate it into a
more usable format. Popular applications for a general audience are conversational systems where
users can query the system using natural language prompts and receive meaningful responses.
There are more specialized applications as well, e.g., in professional software development, where
these systems can be used to generate code from more informal descriptions. If an adequate natural
language prompt can almost instantly generate a complex piece of software, this could greatly
boost development productivity. Additionally, LLMs can also process existing code and take over
tedious tasks like debugging and bug fixing [39, 42, 54] or generating explanations, documentation,
and test cases [58, 59]. However, the effectiveness of Al-supported coding is not yet understood.
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Recent advances in Al particularly with LLMs, have greatly boosted what is possible in terms of
code generation. While it is possible with more general LLMs like the family of GPT models [6],
there are dedicated models specifically tailored for this use case [6, 9-11, 15, 29]. Developers
can access these models through a wide variety of modalities, from a conversational format like
ChatGPT [45, 51], integrated into their familiar coding environment like GitHub’s Copilot [4, 25,
33, 70] or even with new tools, built around these models, like the Cursor Code Editor'. These
different tools use a variety of different interaction patterns for accessing LLMs, ranging from an
auto-complete approach, as is already common in development tools, to a conversational style,
as found in modern chatbot systems. GitHub Copilot recently also extended its functionality to
offer both variants for the same underlying models [69]. While the underlying model may be
the same, the different forms of interactions play an important role from the human perspective
and can have wide-ranging effects, from how efficiently these tools can be used to what code is
generated in actuality. For example, the type of interaction affects how prompts may be written,
which impacts which information is provided to the LLM and, thus, what the responses look like.
Thus, the presentation and interaction are essential components to ensure that developers can use
the LLMs productively in their work [4, 25, 70]. However, in a field that is evolving as this, the
development of new tools is often driven through a technology-focused perspective, while the
human perspective lacks systematic analysis and is instead frequently supported more by anecdotal
evidence.

To advance our understanding of how interaction design affects productivity in this domain, we
compare two Al-supported approaches to traditional coding supported by searching the internet
using a web browser (Baseline). In detail, we compare an Al-supported auto-complete interface
using GitHub Copilot (Auto-complete) and a conversational system using GPT-3 (Conversational)
against a baseline with only conventional support mechanisms. In a within-subjects study (N=24),
we determined how the support mechanisms affect developer productivity and satisfaction, and
how much they rely on these support mechanisms in different scenarios. To assess their impact,
we asked participants to complete three Python programming tasks, with Al support and without.

Our within-subject study with 24 participants demonstrates the benefit of using Al assistants
and how they can benefit the different aspects of productivity. With participants in our study
showing distinctive usage patterns, it furthermore showcases how Al is integrated and which
form of interaction it allows, which can greatly affect how it is used. This demonstrates that the
success of Al-support mechanisms does not just rely on the underlying technical implementation
but is greatly affected by interface and interaction design. Thus, our contribution is twofold: (1) we
offer insights into how Al coding assistants in their current state of development affect software
developers and their productivity, and (2) we do this using a more holistic perspective on this area,
taking into account a diverse set of factors that contribute to overall productivity. We hope that this
broader perspective will be adopted in future investigations in this highly dynamic research field,
thus allowing us to gain a better, more rounded understanding of how the continuing development
of Al assistants has affected and will affect humans.

2 RELATED WORK

By now, software development tools have evolved far beyond just being input-output programs.
One quite ubiquitous feature in many modern editors is simple code completion [34], which
suggests what code the developer might type next. Over the years, researchers and industry have
explored different mechanisms how these suggestions and code completions can be generated,
from semantic analysis of the source code [3, 22, 28, 48, 49] to machine learning approaches [43, 57]
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and different combinations [7, 47]. While these systems can play an important role in productive
development [28], there is still limited research regarding their impact on developer behavior [26].

Recent advancements in the area of Large Language Models (LLMs) have furthermore enabled
new means not just to support developers with suggestions, but to generate larger pieces of software
from simple, natural language prompts. This will likely impact and change how developers use
code completion. Thus, our work explores how these modern Al tools affect developer behavior,
specifically productivity. To this end, we will first briefly outline some of the work on Al code
generation and how it produced modern coding assistants. We will then summarize different aspects
of developer productivity and highlight literature that explores how these Al support mechanisms
affect them.

2.1 Al-Assisted Programming

Automated code completion is a technology that has been used in one way or another for many
years. While single statement auto-complete with syntactically valid expressions is likely the most
common way, e.g., Microsoft’s IntelliSense, there are other forms as well, which can generate larger
code snippets. Frequently, these relied on a clear specification in a format like state machines [13].

Recent developments in Machine Learning and Natural Language Processing have led to a type
of code generation tool that allows more flexibility and the use of natural language to describe the
software’s behavior. These systems rely on the Transformer architecture [61] and resulting Large
Language Models like Generative Pre-Trained (GPT) Transformers [6] or Bidirectional Encoder
Representations from Transformers (BERT) systems [12]. These systems are pre-trained with a
large volume of data, which may include natural language text, code, etc., which shapes for which
tasks these systems can be used [53]. The pre-trained system can then be fine-tuned for specific
tasks [23, 46, 53]. By prompting a pre-trained system with specific requests, a user can then use
such a system to generate desirable outputs, e.g., in our use case, pieces of source code. These
systems are already capable of producing code, often at least on par with what human developers
can create [32].

In the last years, a number of these systems have become widely available, e.g., GPT-3 [6], GPT-4,
etc. and their popular chat-based interface ChatGPT?, Codex [9], a GPT-3 based system specializing
in source code, which GitHub Copilot also uses, and many more [10, 11, 15, 29]. These examples
also demonstrate that different interaction paradigms are viable with these systems: ChatGPT uses
an interface where users prompt input to the system, and its output is presented as a chat. Using
the Codex system, GitHub Copilot can directly integrate into coding editors like Visual Studio Code
or IDEs [67]. While these types of presentations have a negligible impact on the system’s behavior
and output, the user interface may affect how accessible it is to the user and how it is used. This
can have downstream effects, which still affect the software that is created with them.

We have found several evaluation efforts to assess the quality of the generated software (e.g. [2, 9,
30, 68]). Many of those, however, focus on purely technical quality, typically how much of the code
a model generates satisfies the requirements. While software development remains an exercise that
involves humans, as developers, end users, etc., these metrics alone will not suffice. Instead, we
must also consider human factors, e.g., how productively a software developer can work with these
tools [21]. This is echoed by Bird et al. [5]. They highlight how rapidly the underlying models can
change but emphasize that the activities of humans also change and require continued evaluation as
this field evolves. Their findings are based on an earlier version of GitHub Copilot. Using different
methods, they found improvements in perceived productivity and efficiency with early adopters
and first-time users.

Zhttps://openai.com/chatgpt
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2.2 Quantifying Productivity

Quantifying how productive programmers are during software development is useful not just
for research but also, for example, for project management or to collaborate efficiently. Naturally,
there is a wide body of research on different metrics and aspects that help to gauge developer
productivity.

A fairly simple but common way is to use the Lines of Code (LoC), which a developer creates,
deletes, or modifies, as a proxy for productivity [41]. As Petersen [41] point out, though, this
metric requires some context to be useful since LoC can widely vary due to other factors, e.g.,
programming language and programming style. Therefore, it is essential to very clearly define
what counts as an LoC and the inferred productivity. Petersen [41] and Hernandez-Lopez et al. [20]
describe a second approach using Function Points. Function Points quantify the functionality a piece
of software delivers and consider the complexity of inputs, outputs, internal files, and external
interfaces. While they consider more context than LoC, it becomes more challenging to accurately
and consistently assign Function Points [41].

Recently, Oliveira et al. [36] reviewed the use of additional metrics. These included Lines of Code
by Time, which puts the absolute number of LoC into context, the Halstead Effort by Time, which
assesses the complexity of the code the developer works with, and the Code Owned by Time, which
signifies how much a developer contributed to a project’s code base. In larger software projects
that use version control, the commit history becomes an additional source of information. Oliveira
et al. [36] also analyzed commit based metrics, like Commits by Time, the Committed Lines of Code
by Time, and the Committed Characters by Time. Based on their analysis and feedback from team
leaders in software development projects, Lines of Code by Time and Code Ownership by Time
correlate strongly to the subjective perception of the project team leaders.

The importance of time-relative metrics matches with the findings of a literature review by
Hernandez-Lopez et al. [20] who found that Lines of Code by Time or Functions Points by Time, or
Tasks Completed by Time in long term projects, are commonly used metrics. In their review, they
also point out that some contextual aspects are still rarely considered. They argue that metrics
like “customer satisfaction, worker responsibility, task importance, perceived productivity, and
absenteeism should be included in productivity measurement” [20].

Beyond these code-centric metrics, Storey et al. [56] emphasizes the importance of developer
satisfaction, and Meyer et al. [31] emphasize the focus on developers’ subjective perception. Thus,
they conducted a survey with developers on which code metrics they found to be most useful. The
feedback indicated that some of the time-based metrics like Number of Work Items (Tasks, Bugs)
Closed, Time Spend on Each Work Item Time Spend Writing Code are considered important but also
a number of metrics focusing on collaboration like Time Spend Reviewing Code Number of Code
Reviews Contributed To, and Time Spent in Meetings.

Forsgren et al. [17] combines several perspectives and advocates for a holistic approach to mea-
suring productivity. They propose a framework for productivity measurement using five categories:
Satisfaction, Performance, Activity, Communication, and Efficiency. This “SPACE” framework does
not dictate specific scales or metrics for each of these categories, though. The goal of the Satisfaction
dimension is to include the users’ subjective perception, for example, developers. Performance
ensures that code quality is included, since just because developers write a lot, they “may not be
producing high-quality code” [17]. Static analysis of the code base is one way to quantify this.
Activity is the “count of actions or outputs completed in the course of performing work” [17]. De-
pending on the context and the requirements, this can be recorded at different levels of granularity,
from individual actions in an interface to commits and also to larger, project-level tasks. Most
software projects happen in collaboration, so Communication includes how effectively information
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different contributors interact with each other. Lastly, Efficiency puts the development efforts into
time context and considers how distractions, interruptions, etc., affect productivity.

2.3 Productivity of Al-Assisted Programming

In the last few years, particularly since LLMs have become easily accessible, the use of Al as a
support mechanism in software development projects has increased. Consequently, there are also a
number of studies that investigate how Al assistants impact developer productivity.

In the domain of auto-complete systems, Peng et al. [40] conducted a between-groups experiment
where participants had to create an HTTP server using JavaScript. One of the groups used GitHub
Copilot, while the other group had no access to Al support. Using Copilot led to a significant
reduction in task completion time by more than half. Participants noted the increase in speed but
estimated it to be only about 35%. Furthermore, while the control group took a bit longer, the
task success rate was not significantly different. In contrast, Vaithilingam et al. [60] found that
participants failed to complete tasks more often using Copilot compared to just using IntelliSense,
and it did not have a significant impact on task completion time. One reason for this appears to be
an overreliance on the Al so that erroneous solutions were accepted without a thorough review,
which led to “time-consuming debugging” [60]. On a larger scale, an analysis of the usage data of
2047 GitHub Copilot users [70] showed that the subjective perception of productivity is primarily
influenced by the number of accepted suggestions, not necessarily how valuable or lasting they are.
The pure acceptance rate, however, is influenced by other factors, such as a user’s work context,
with suggestions during non-working hours being less likely to be accepted. It appears that in
a professional context, users are focusing more on speed, which can lead to the aforementioned
quality issues.

In contrast to the above-discussed auto-complete systems, such as GitHub Copilot, we see an
additional trend of support, which is rooted in conversational systems. For example, Qureshi
[45] investigated the use of ChatGPT as a support mechanism in a study with 24 students. They
asked them to complete group exercises for an undergraduate computer science course on “Data
Structures and Algorithms” [45]. Half of the students were given access to ChatGPT, while the
other half had to solve them without. While the students with Al assistance were able to achieve
significantly better scores, there was a shift in tasks, with more time being spent on debugging.

With GitHub now offering both types of systems, GitHub Copilot and GitHub Copilot Chat,
they are in a position to provide additional insights from their customer data and evaluations.
According to that, they claim a significant increase in speed of about 55% using Copilot in the
auto-completion form [27]. Rodriguez [50] provided no information on task completion time but
reported that Al assistance led to faster code reviews using the chat variant. Considering broader
aspects of productivity, between the two reports, they saw an increase of satisfaction, from 60-70%
using auto-completion [27] to 88% using the chat [50]

These studies demonstrate that the various activities, aspects, and the perception of productivity
are all differently affected by the use of Al assistants. Table 1 provides an overview of these and
further studies, which study various aspects of productivity in Al-assisted programming. From
our findings in the literature, we concluded that most research so far has focused on individual
Al assistants. Ross et al. [51] emphasize that the different forms of Al assistants will each have
different trade-offs for productivity, though. Furthermore, prior work [4, 25, 70] also suggests that
comparing the different forms of Al assistants could lead to valuable insights into how productivity
is affected.

The state of the literature thus paints a heterogeneous picture of different Al assistants affecting
productivity, sometimes more and sometimes less. Given the fast-paced nature of the field, this is
unsurprising, since technical advancements and the enthusiasm they can generate will continue
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Table 1. Overview of previous studies that evaluate the impact of LLM-based programming assistants on
developer productivity.

Author

Study

Assistant

Productivity Dimensions

Productivity Results

Peng et al. [40]

Between-subjects
study that contrasts
no assistant with
GitHub Copilot

GitHub Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Task Completion Time
(Efficiency)

The group with access to GitHub Copilot
completed the task 55.8% faster. In an
additional self-assessment, the developers
slightly underestimated the measured effect
by suspecting a 35% increase in speed.

Vaithilingam
et al. [60]

Within-subjects
study that contrasts
IntelliSense and
Copilot

GitHub Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Task Completion Time
(Efficiency), Interaction
Patterns (Communication),
Tool Preference (Satisfaction)

No significant effect on task completion time
since over-reliance lead to developers not
reviewing code and facing debugging rabbit
holes later. Developers preferred Copilot over
IntelliSense.

Qureshi [45]

Between-subjects
study that contrasts
printed-out
documentation with
ChatGPT

ChatGPT
(conversational
interface,
context-aware)

Task Completion Time
(Efficiency), Code
Correctness (Quality)

The group that utilized ChatGPT as a
programming assistant achieved higher
scores in less time. ChatGPT requires a deep
understanding of the tool’s capabilities and
prompting skills to generate solutions for
complex problems.

Sandoval et al.
[52]

Between-subjects
study that contrasts
no assistant with
GitHub Copilot

GitHub Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Functional Correctness
(Quality), Absence of
Security Bugs (Quality)

The incidence rate of severe security bugs
does not increase when developers are
assisted by GitHub Copilot in the context of
C programming.

Barke et al. [4]

Observation of how
developers use
GitHub Copilot

GitHub Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Interaction patterns
(Communication)

The communication happens either in
acceleration mode, where developers know
what to program and prefer small code-based
suggestions, or in exploration mode, where
developers conceptualize the solution and
communicate in natural language more to
find abstract approaches.

Jiang et al. [25]

Observation of how
developers use a
self-made
LLM-based assistant

Self-made snippet
generator generates
HTML snippets
from comments in
code (autocomplete
interface, context
blind)

Interaction patterns
(Communication)

Participants find the tool useful for
facilitating API look-ups and generating
boilerplate code They use it primarily to
generate small code snippets equivalent to a
single line of code. Prompts were reiterated
to improve suggestions.

Mozannar et al.

(33]

Observation of how
developers use
GitHub Copilot

GitHub Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Interaction patterns
(Communication)

Copilot-related activities account for more
than half of the total time and most time is
spent verifying suggestions. Furthermore, the
time spent looking at documentation is low.

Ziegler et al.
[70]

Comparison of a
developer survey to
telemetry data
gathered by GitHub
Copilot

Github Copilot
(autocomplete
interface,
context-aware)

Acceptance Rate of
Suggestions
(Communication)

The acceptance rate of recommendations is a
strong predictor of the perceived productivity
and increases in the usual working hours of a
single developer.

Ross et al. [51]

Observation of how
developers use a
self-made
LLM-based assistant

Self-made chatbot
powered by
react-chatbot-kit
and Codex
(conversational
interface,
context-aware)

Interaction Patterns
(Communication), Tool
Preference (Satisfaction)

The conversational interface facilitates
programming discussions, generates relevant
code, and promotes the use of follow-up
questions. Participants perceived the
assistant as beneficial for their productivity.
Autocomplete, conversational, and search
interfaces offer complementary support.

to affect how these systems are perceived and how effectively users utilize them to increase
productivity. Different studies from prior work also had to rely on older versions of coding assistants
and underlying models, as they were available at the time. Thus, our work contributes to an updated
understanding of these tools. Furthermore, the heterogeneity also stems from the fact that different
studies focus on different types of assistance and aspects of productivity. At this point, we contribute
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Fig. 1. Instructions were displayed in the web browser (left) and needed to be completed in Visual Studio
Code (right). Visual Studio Code was automatically configured for each study condition to include the correct
level of support mechanisms.

insights into the current state of Al-assisted software development from a broader perspective
using the SPACE framework. A continued understanding of the human factors will be essential to
steer the field in the right direction. Still, empirical findings will always present only a snapshot
of the current time, and any technical improvements of these systems in the future will require
continued efforts to make them useful and valuable to their users.

3 METHODS

To investigate the effect of different forms of Al assistants, we conducted a within-subject user study
to compare different variants of LLM-supported programming. In total, we compare three levels of
SUPPORTMECHANISMS: a Baseline without Al support, Auto-complete using Github Copilot®, and
Conversational support using chatbot-like interactions with GPT-3*. We used VSC extensions to
enable direct support, see Figure 1. In each condition, we allowed participants to use the browser to
search for additional information online, as this is common practice and makes for a more realistic
scenario.

3.1 Participants

To determine the proper benefits of Al assistants for programming, we recruited participants
with programming expertise. During recruiting, we aimed for a diverse set of participants to
keep the ecological validity high. For this reason, we recruited through a variety of channels,
including social media, mailing lists of three institutions working in the area of computer science
and software engineering, and by directly contacting industry professionals from these fields. The
call for participants contained information about the purpose of the study and that only basic

3https://marketplace.visualstudio.com/items?itemName=GitHub.copilot
4via https://marketplace.visualstudio.com/items?itemName=genieai.chatgpt-vscode
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High experience —
75% —
50% —
25% —
Low experience — | | | |

Experience with ... Programming Python GitHub ChatGPT
Copilot

Fig. 2. When rating their experience on a 100-point scale, participants showed a wide range of experience in
general programming and using Al assistants.

knowledge is sufficient to participate in the study, further ensuring that we recruit a diverse sample
and not only experts.

We only required participants who have basic knowledge of the Python programming language
to participate in the study. General knowledge of the syntax was sufficient, though. We selected
the Python language not only because it is one of the most popular, general-purpose programming
language®. Additionally, it is frequently used in introductory programming lectures or for occasional
scripting. Due to this, many programmers of any skill level are generally familiar with the language,
even if they do not use it daily or in large software projects. While the invitation for the study
mentioned the use of Al for programming, knowledge or experience with any of the Al assistants
used in the study was explicitly not required.

From this, we got 29 people who participated in our study. We had to exclude five participants
as they either did not complete any of the programming tasks or violated the constraints of the
study. For these cases, we note that they used ChatGPT in the browser in our baseline condition,
hinting that they believe ChatGPT can enhance their skills. Of the remaining 24 participants,
four identified as female, while the remainder identified as male, with an average age of 26.8
years (SD: 3.6). Regarding their education, five participants had a completed Master’s degree, 16
completed a Bachelor’s program, and three were currently pursuing their first university degree.
Nine participants answered that they were currently involved with software development in a
professional capacity. The other participants had coding experience through their study program
and personal projects. Thus, we gathered a cross-section of potential users for programming
assistants.

Consequently, according to their self-assessment in the survey, participants also covered a wide
spectrum of prior knowledge, as displayed in Figure 2. This is especially the case for the Al assistant
tools, where the group covered the whole spectrum for LLMs as chatbots, like ChatGPT, and in
GitHub Copilot.

3.2 Apparatus

We conducted this study online. By pre-installing and running the software on an online virtual
machine (VM), we had a common environment with consistent starting conditions for all partici-
pants. The VM was provisioned with ten vCores and 18 GB of RAM to ensure smooth interactions.
Participants accessed this setup from their own computers, which opened the study to more than
just people in the vicinity. We asked them to use a 1080p monitor and, before the study, verified that

Shttps://www.tiobe.com/tiobe-index/
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(a) Baseline without Al assistant (b) Auto-complete interface (c) Conversational interface

Fig. 3. The interfaces for the three different study conditions. The correct extensions, files, and context for
Visual Studio Code were automatically loaded for each.

the interaction via remote desktop worked. We ran the Windows operating system on the machine
with Visual Studio Code (VSC) and the Chrome web browser pre-installed. Upon connecting via a
remote desktop connection, we displayed instructions using the web browser. While participants
followed these instructions, a background script automatically opened a Visual Studio Code instance
whenever participants had to use it side-by-side with the instructions, see Figure 1. These VSC
instances were configured in such a way that only the necessary files for each task were accessible,
and only those extensions were available, which facilitated the type of Al assistance for each study
condition (see Figure 3).

In the Baseline (browser only) without Al assistant, we presented users with a pure VSC without
extensions (see Figure 3a) and the browser (Google Chrome) to the side. Thus, the baseline replicates
a standard setup where users use the World Wide Web to understand the context and potential
error messages. This allowed, for instance, looking up information on Stack Overflow, a typical
development behavior [1, 65].

The Auto-complete (Copilot) condition uses the GitHub Copilot extension for the auto-completion
suggestions of code snippets as the user types in place, i.e., directly behind the cursor (see Figure 3b).
Users can then choose to accept the suggestion, which is inserted into the editor. Alternatively,
users simply continue typing their code when they reject the suggestion.

The Conversational (chatbot)) condition uses a chat panel integrated into VSC (see Figure 3c).
However, it has some additional contextual interactions, e.g., users can select code and directly send
it to the chat for further inquiry. Likewise, code generated in the chat interface can be inserted with
the click of a button. Working with GPT3 models under the hood, both systems are subject to the
limitations of these models, particularly regarding how much contextual token can be considered
for newly generated output.

The surveys between the test conditions were displayed in the browser between task descriptions.
Aside from the answers to the survey questions, additional interaction data was recorded auto-
matically, and we screen-recorded the whole study. Additionally, to catch any errors and facilitate
observations, we supervised each study participant via screen sharing but kept interaction with
the participants to a minimum.

3.3 Procedure

Upon connecting to the remote machine, participants saw an introductory video that explained
the study procedure and its goal. This was followed by a short survey, which included the consent
form, demographic information questions, and prior knowledge about programming questions.
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Fig. 4. Following an introductory survey, each participant performed three tasks and provided feedback.
These tasks were permuted by the Latin Square method. Afterward, the study was completed with a final
survey about overall impressions.

Additionally, we used this step to explain the study setup generally. After this, participants worked
through our three SupPORTMECHANISMS (Baseline, Auto-complete, and Conversational), each with a
different programming task. Each task was preceded by a video explanation of the tasks and the tools
used in the respective conditions. The sequence and combination of task and TOOLENVIRONMENT
were systematically varied using the Latin Square method to reduce effects of order or by specific
tasks.

For each programming task, participants first watched a short video tutorial and could code
along with this tutorial. These videos briefly explained the tool’s functionality, which participants
would use, and allowed them to get familiar with it. For this phase, we did not set a time limit so
that participants could complete it at their own pace. After this, we showed the actual task, for
which participants then had 15 minutes to complete it. After these 15 minutes, participants filled
out a survey for this specific study condition.

Upon completing all three conditions, we asked participants to complete a final survey about
their overall impression of the different tools used in the study. For their participation, they were
compensated with an equivalent of 10 US$ per hour.

3.4 Tasks

To assess these three levels of support, we selected three tasks considering literature in this
domain [4, 32, 33, 55, 60, 66] and popular software projects (e.g. [44, 62]):

Task A Text Analysis: For the text analysis task, participants had to perform text analysis of a
scraped website, extracting the number of words, unique words, and average word length.
We then asked them to produce a list of stopwords and filter the website’s content, after
which they should calculate a word count to determine the most used words in the text.

Task B CSV Transformation: The CSV transformation task requires participants to read and write
a CSV file. The goal was to process and transform car production data from Wikipedia in
multiple steps, and calculate new information from this data.
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Task C PDF Editing: In the final task, participants were asked to generate a PDF from a template
and add text to it, which required some calculations for proper text formatting and placement.

We iterated the type of task, their subtasks, and their wording during a pilot study phase with
three users of different skill levels until they considered them to be similarly complex and to require
roughly the same amount of time to complete. The pre-test also showed that it would be possible
to complete the tasks entirely by providing the requirements to an Al assistant. For this reason, we
split the instructions into smaller sub-tasks of roughly equal size, some of which would build upon
earlier ones. Since this enforced some sequence, it also ensured that participants would not pick
only requirements that they considered easy to implement, thus skewing the number of features
they could implement in the time frame. Furthermore, we provided an initial code snippet, which
participants were required to use and extend. While it would still be possible to complete these
tasks with Al assistance with few prompts, this setup encouraged participants to engage more with
the code and the instructions.

The relatively guided nature of the tutorial, of course, meant that the degree of freedom and
creativity to solve the tasks was reduced. Typically, a key part of programming is to decide how to
decompose a larger problem into smaller sub-tasks. While the study design reduced this aspect,
using equivalent tutorials in all study conditions meant that it was equally reduced. Thus, we
consider the comparison between the study conditions to be valid.

While we constructed these tasks to be similar, they are not identical, and different solutions to
them may require different amounts of code and time. Thus, we permuted the combination of tool
and task using the Latin Square method for a balanced combination and order of SUPPORTMECHA-
NisMms and tasks across all participants.

3.5 Recorded Data

To assess developer productivity, we use the five dimensions of the SPACE framework [17]. For each
of its dimensions, we collected both data from the interactions directly and subjective feedback
through the surveys.

3.5.1 Satisfaction. Participants completed the short AttrakDiff [16, 18, 19] after each test condition
to quantify satisfaction. This survey contains ten questions resulting in measures forpragmatic
quality, hedonic quality, and attractiveness, which are closely related to user satisfaction [18]. In
addition, participants provided additional feedback about their perceived satisfaction across all
three environments at the end using a survey with agree-disagree Likert scales as suggested by
Forsgren et al. [17].

3.5.2  Performance. Hernandez-Lopez et al. [20] call for the inclusion of quality metrics into a
holistic assessment of productivity, particularly including metrics for output quality. For this reason,
we include the correctness of the code that participants created during the task, which corresponds
to the number of work items (bugs, tasks) closed [31] and the absence of bugs [17]. Specifically,
we test whether each implemented feature performs as expected using pre-defined unit tests.
From this, we calculate the percentage of correctly implemented features out of all implemented
features. Furthermore, we include the Maintainability Index [37, 38] as a metric, which combines
multiple static code metrics, like Cyclomatic Complexity and Halstead Volume [37, 63]. Similar to
the previous dimension, participants also provided an additional self-assessment of how they rate
the quality of the code they produced after completing all tasks.

3.5.3 Activity. Developer activity typically is a measure of working hours, produced code, or
number of commits. Given the constrained nature of a user study, these metrics are not feasible.
Instead, we looked at actions at a finer granularity, namely the number of individual inputs, e.g.,
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typed characters. While breaking down complex interaction patterns into individual interactions
is a well-established pattern [8], prior work (e.g., Forsgren et al. [17] typically considers a higher
number of interactions as indicative of high activity. Since any number of arbitrary interactions
can occur independent of the study tasks, we only consider those interactions that contribute to
the resulting code, i.e., typing, copying and pasting, and restructuring. Ultimately, this is similar to
the common Lines of Code metric [17, 41], albeit at an even finer granularity.

In our study, the total time was constrained, though, with some participants taking the full 15
minutes or slightly more while others did not need the full time. Thus, we normalized the number
of characters by time.

Since code can also be automatically generated in our study, we make sure to differentiate from
where the input is coming from, i.e., whether it was a genuine interaction by the user or generated
by a support mechanism. We therefore consider the percentage of code that was written by the
human, as opposed to generated by the Al tool, an additional metric for the Activity category.

3.5.4 Communication. Software development typically happens in teams, so effective communi-
cation with collaborators is essential. While participants completed the study alone, they did, in
parts, collaborate with their Al support mechanisms. Thus, we focus on how developers retrieve
information from their support mechanisms, i.e., the Al-powered chatbot, the auto-completion of
GitHub Copilot, but also how they utilize the browser to access information. First, we record how
frequently participants accept code recommendations, i.e., how frequently participants decided to
use a code snippet from an outside source, e.g., the browser or any of the Al assistants. Since the
browser was also available in the study conditions with Al assistant, we differentiated the source
and normalized the number of code snippets over the time required to complete the tasks. An
accepted code snippet, in this case, is any piece of code that ends up as part of the code base, either
by copying and pasting, typing it out manually, or using auto-completion. Not all code snippets
are equal, so we also record the overall length in characters of any such accepted code snippet.
For this, as before, we only consider executable code, though, i.e., we exclude comments, as these
have different degrees of verbosity in different environments. We count the length of the code
snippet at the time of acceptance. From these two values, we can then also calculate the average
size of accepted code snippets. The subjective assessment after the three tasks furthermore asks for
subjective perception of how easy it was to retrieve code snippets.

3.5.5 Efficiency. Finally, efficiency describes the amount of work a developer can perform in a
given time. Since the time for our study was fixed, we recorded how many of the features and
requirements each participant was able to implement in this timeframe. With multiple smaller
tasks, this also helps alleviate the limitation described by Vaithilingam et al. [60], that participants
may not be able to complete their task fully. While we set the subtasks in a way that, under normal
circumstances, participants should not run out of them in the allotted 15 minutes, we normalized the
results by total task completion time, thus preventing skewed results from very quick participants.
Efficiency was also part of the self-assessment at the end of the survey.

3.5.6 Additional Data. Besides the feedback for each category after each task and once more at
the end, our survey also recorded additional, more general feedback. This includes positive and
negative comments for each study condition and a subjective assessment of how well participants
felt supported by the different tools and how they felt these tools affected their work.

4 RESULTS

In the following, we report the recorded information from the participants. We first cover the
categories of the SPACE framework for productivity, followed by additional feedback, including
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Fig. 5. The AttrakDiff questionnaire shows some significant differences across its categories, with a consistent
picture of both Al assistants similarly outperforming the baseline. (*: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, **: p < 0.001,
pairwise Wilcoxon test/t-test, Bonferroni adjusted).

the qualitative responses by the participants. The underlying anonymized data is available as part
of the supplementary material.

For each task, participants created code ranging from 45 to 135 LOC. To complete the CSV
task, participants required significantly more code (mean: 95 LOC) than the PDF (mean: 67 LOC,
p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted) and Text task (mean: 72 LOC, p = 0.002).
While we accounted for these differences between the tasks by permuting task and tool combinations
and their order, we additionally checked the resulting data for effects. In it, we could not determine
any notable differences where the task had a significant effect on the performance metrics.

As mentioned before, since we split the tasks into smaller sub-tasks, participants could, in theory,
have skipped through each task and generated a complete solution at the end with the full set of
instructions. However, we did not observe any such behavior in the screen recordings or the size
and timings of the accepted code snippets.

When reporting statistical testing in the following, we always picked the appropriate test given
the normality of the data test using the Shapiro-Wilk test. Based on that, we run Friedman tests
with Wilcoxon signed-rank test as post hoc tests or repeated measures ANOVAs with t-test as
post hoc tests using R. Moreover, we adjusted the p-values of the post hoc test using Bonferroni
correction. We performed all statistical tests using R.

4.1 Satisfaction

User satisfaction, as recorded via the AttrakDiff questionnaire, varied most notably between the
baseline and the auto-complete condition, where we found significant differences in all three
sub-categories (Pragmatic Quality (p = 0.027, Wilcoxon test), Hedonic Quality (p < 0.001, paired
t-test), and Attractiveness (p = 0.001, Wilcoxon test)). The conversational test condition showed
similar significant differences for Hedonic Quality (p < 0.001, paired t-test) and Attractiveness
(p = 0.003, Wilcoxon test), but none for practical quality. We could not determine any significant
differences between the two Al assistants, with their responses being distributed quite similarly, as
shown in Figure 5.

4.2 Performance

To assess the participants’ performance, we analyzed the code they produced and determined its
quality. The majority (control: 14, auto-complete: 12, conversational: 13) of participants managed to
implement the requirements so that each fulfilled our testing criteria. Based on this, we could not
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Table 2. After using each environment and support mechanism, participants rated them with respect to
different productivity metrics using quasi-continuous Likert scales.

via Shapiro-Wilk Test Friedman Test / ANOVA
SPACE W p Y?/F df p Kendall’s W
Category / n?
Satisfaction AttrakDiff (Avg.) 0.953 0.009 21.447 2 <0.001 *** 0.447

Pragmatic Quality 0.917 < 0.001 7.467 2 0.024 * 0.156

Hedonic Quality 0.979 0.259 19.764 2 < 0.001 *** 0.349

Attractiveness 0.925 < 0.001 18.782 2 < 0.001 *** 0.391

% of correctly imple- 0.724 < 0.001 0.636 2 0.728 0.013
Performance .

mented requirements

Maintainability Index 0.950 0.007 0.065 2 0.967

Percentage of comments 0.925 < 0.001 8583 2 0.014 * 0.179

Character output per 0.627 < 0.001 23.083 2 <0.001 *** 0.481
Activity minute

% of code created by hu- 0.931 < 0.001 27.750 2 < 0.001 *** 0.578

man

# of Snippets (Browser)  0.690 < 0.001 41325 2 <0.001 *** 0.861

# of Characters (Browser) 0.470 < 0.001 41325 2 <0.001 *** 0.861

C Avg. Snippet Size 0.576 < 0.001 41.325 2 <0.001 *** 0.861

Communication

(Browser)

# of Snippets (AI) 0.854 < 0.001 42750 2 < 0.001 *** 0.891

# of Characters (AI) 0.700 < 0.001 36.333 2 <0.001 *** 0.757

Avg. Snippet Size (Al) 0.450 < 0.001 42.750 2 <0.001 *** 0.891

# of Snippets (Total) 0.874 < 0.001 31.043 2 <0.001 *** 0.647

# of Characters (Total) 0.695 < 0.001 27.583 2 <0.001 *** 0.575

Avg. Snippet Size (Total) 0.418 < 0.001 25.083 2 <0.001 *** 0.523
Efficiency # of requirements imple- 0.714 < 0.001 6.583 2 0.037 * 0.137

mented per minute

determine any significant differences between the three groups. Likewise, the Maintainability Index
for the code from all three groups was consistent in the interval from 61 to 86, with each having a
median of 73+1. In fact, a pairwise Kolmogorov Smirnov test (see Table 3) further supports the
assumption that the Maintainability Index for all three groups follows the same distribution.
Within the code structure of the task results, there are some minor differences, though: using
the auto-complete mechanism of GitHub Copilot, participants submitted code that contained
significantly more comments than the code from the control condition. Code from the conversational
condition contained more comments on average, as well, but this difference was not significant.

4.3 Activity

While we set the time limit per task to 15 minutes, some participants took less time, while others
exceeded it. Yet, we did not abruptly stop participants who required more time, but let them
complete their current activity. This results in a distribution of task completion time as seen in
Figure 7 with the Al assistants displaying significantly different task completion times than the
control condition (auto-complete: p = 0.028, conversational: p = 0.025, pairwise Wilcoxon test,
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Fig. 6. With or without Al support, there are no significant differences in the quality of the produced code.
However, using the auto-complete Al tool yielded code with significantly more comments. (*: p < 0.05,
pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted)

Bonferroni adjusted). Given these differences, we normalized any time-based metric to take into
account the time each participant required for the tasks.

Based on this, we determined a significant increase in how many characters each of the partici-
pants typed out per minute in the two Al assistant conditions, compared to the control condition
(auto-complete: p < 0.001, conversational: p = 0.002, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted).

While this only considers the characters a user has entered, we also saw an overall increase
in code volume for the AI assistants, which matches the fact that even though the character
count increased, the percentage of the code originating with the user decreased in the Al-assisted
conditions (auto-complete: p < 0.001, conversational: p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni
adjusted). Note, though, that the source of the external code differs, as highlighted in the following
section.

4.4 Communication

As previously mentioned, communication in our study setup happens exclusively between humans
and available support mechanisms. These support mechanisms can either be the two Al assistants,
which were available only in their respective study conditions, or the browser, which was available
in any of the three conditions. Participants did use the browser in all three conditions. Still, when the
Al assistants were available, this was done only by a minority (four participants in the auto-complete
condition, and two participants in the conversational condition). Thus, we observe a significant
difference between the control condition and the Al assistants for the number of code snippets
from the browser, the total volume of code, and the average size of each snippet (p =< 0.001 for
each, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted), but no difference between the two Al assisted
conditions.

We see a different pattern when investigating Al as the source of code snippets. While, naturally,
the control condition cannot provide code from an Al, we still observe that participants accept

Table 3. Results of a pairwise Kolmogorov Smirnov test suggest that the Maintainability Index of the code in
all test conditions follows the same distribution.

D ‘ Control Auto-complete P ‘ Control Auto-complete
Auto-complete | 0.208 - Auto-complete | 0.679 -
Conversational | 0.167 0.125 Conversational | 0.898 0.994
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Fig. 7. Using Al support, participants produced significantly more code, even though the Al contributed
an increasing percentage to it. (*: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, **: p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni
adjusted)

significantly more code snippets in the auto-complete condition (mean: 12.6, median: 11.5) compared
to the conversational (mean: 5.0, median: 4.5; p < 0.001, Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted). While
the total number of characters created by the two Al assistants does not significantly differ (auto-
complete mean: 514.0, median: 482.0; conversational mean: 818.4, median: 596.5), it still results in a
significant difference for the average size of individual code fragments (auto-complete mean: 42.9,
median: 41.8; conversational mean: 205.4, median: 110.9; p =< 0.001, Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni
adjusted).

Taking those two sources of code together, we see that the number of code snippets from an
external source differs between the control condition and when using the auto-complete support
(p =< 0.0001, Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted) and between the two Al assisted conditions
(p =< 0.001, Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted), but not between the control condition and the
conversational Al assistant (p = 0.083, Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted). Overall, the use of Al
does result in more code being produced, which matches the previous finding that the volume of
code increases, but the percentage created by the user decreases.

Finally, the average size of accepted code snippets from any source differs significantly between
all three conditions, with the smallest average snippet size in the control condition (mean: 36.1,
median: 31.2), closely followed by the auto-complete condition (mean: 42.4, median: 41.8), and the
conversational support tool resulting the largest snippets on average (mean: 204.6, median: 110.9).

4.5 Efficiency

Lastly, to assess productivity, we consider how many of the given requirements participants
were capable of implementing. Since not all participants used the allotted 15 minutes exactly, we
compared the average number of implemented requirements per minute. Here, both Al assistant
conditions performed significantly better than the baseline with only the browser. Notable are the
outliers, where some of the participants used the Al tools to great effect, implementing up to three
times as many requirements per minute as their peers.

While we set the task to take approximately 15 minutes, not all participants took this much
time. While the majority spent about this much or slightly longer on the tasks, two participants
took less than half the time. P19 completed the task in the auto-complete condition in just shy
of four minutes, which can be attributed to the fact that they copied the feature description and
let the system generate the majority of the code. Additionally, from what we could tell, they did
not thoroughly verify whether the code worked and trusted the Al instead. Unfortunately, they
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Fig. 8. Participants communicated with their support mechanisms to a varying degree between the different
environments, highlighting how the Al assistants essentially replaced the browser as the source of information.
The significant differences additionally show distinctive usage patterns between conversational and auto-
complete Al (*: p < 0.05, **: p < 0.01, **: p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted). The first
column of graphs indicates how frequently the browser was used in the three different study conditions. The
second column indicates how frequently Al assistance was used. While the Al was unavailable in the baseline
condition, the zero value is left for completion. The third column is the sum of the previous two.

provided no additional feedback about this. The other participant, P24, took even less time, three and
a half minutes for the auto-complete condition and less than three minutes with the conversational
system. This participant did state they had very high prior knowledge of both Al tools.

4.6 Self-Assessment

The responses to the Likert scale questions, where participants rated how they perceived each of
the interfaces in some of the SPACE categories, generally match the previous findings: both Al
assistants significantly outperform the baseline, while there are no significant differences between
how the two Al tools are rated. As seen in Figure 10, there are some outliers, though, with some

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 8, No. EICS, Article 256. Publication date: June 2024.



256:18 Weber et al.

3
o

Baseline
(browser only)

2

Auto-complete

L.

Conversational
(chatbot)

1
o

0

# of requirements implemented
per minute

Fig. 9. The assistance of Al tools allowed participants to complete the implementation of the provided
requirements significantly faster. (*: p < 0.05, *™: p < 0.01, **: p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni
adjusted)
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Fig. 10. The subjective assessment paints a consistent picture, with the Al-supported conditions being
rated more positively. This highlights the perceived benefits of Al assistants for programming. (*: p < 0.05,
**:p < 0.01, ***: p < 0.001, pairwise Wilcoxon test, Bonferroni adjusted)

participants being very unsatisfied with the conversational interfaces. Regarding efficiency and
speed, both Als also received a sub-par rating from some participants.

Table 4. Participants provided a self-assessment for multiple productivity metrics in a survey after testing
the three test conditions. A Friedman test indicates significant differences between the three conditions.

Shapiro-Wilk Test Friedman Test
W ) X df ) Effect size
Satisfaction 0.914 <0.001 21.894 2 <0.001 0.456
Performance 0.954 0.001 18.087 2 <0.001 0.377
Communication 0.925 <0.001 18.083 2 <0.001 0.377
Efficiency 0.901 <0.001 25333 2 <0.001 0.528
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4.7 Qualitative Feedback

After each study condition and at the end of the survey, participants had an additional opportunity
to provide additional, unstructured feedback on the different support tools.

For both Al-supported study conditions, 21 participants highlighted some positive aspects, while
only four did so for the baseline with just the browser. In their feedback, they typically emphasized
how the Al assistants were beneficial for productivity (auto-complete: 11, conversational: 13) or
pointed out how these tools affect their workflow. P6, for example, noted that the auto-completion
“(increases their) productivity [sic] since (they) don’t have to open Stack Overflow anymore.” In the
case where participants did not have Al assistance, just three participants noted the familiarity of
the interface as a positive aspect.

Five participants also highlighted that using AI support tools positively affects the entry barrier
and reduces the effort to get started with a coding task. P4 stated that they “had no clue about the
imported modules” but with the help of Al they were “able to start working on the code immediately
[sic].” However, this meant that they “tended to put less effort (into understanding) the code.” P11
meanwhile opted to first generate the code and only “read over (it) afterward to understand it.”
P12 also preferred “to see the whole generated code at once” first using the conversational system.
However, this tends “to generate more content than needed.” (P12)

P12 also pointed out that in a regular context, they rarely “have the coding tasks layed [sic] out in
a way that (they) can just copy (them and thus writing) the input that’s needed for the generative tool
also takes time.”

In addition, participants were also critical of the two Al interfaces, highlighting a number of
issues. Using the auto-complete feature to generate code led to some participants (5) struggling to
understand the generated code quickly. They also were sometimes unhappy with the interaction,
where lines would not be generated as expected (5) or the model generated clearly incorrect code
(2). According to the feedback, the conversational system suffered from being a separate interface,
which required a context switch from editor to chat (6) and providing too much information (3). The
elaborate answers of the chatbot were criticized for being distracting and can “hinder (developers
from focusing) on the code itself.” (P6) Given the speed at which code was generated, P4 also noted
that they “tended to put in less efforts [sic] to understand the code.”

Finally, participants also highlighted that the perception of the Al tools might greatly be in-
fluenced by individual differences, e.g., “a user (who has) gotten used to using Al tools (for) coding
(relying again on) Google searches (can feel) very inefficient” (P21). Meanwhile, using the editor
without Al assistance may “(require) a skilled developer who new [sic] Python code (...) inside and
out” (P21). P13 also suggested that the more elaborate completion of GitHub Copilot and the
longer answers of GPT-3 that may be beneficial for novices. P29 meanwhile summarized that their
experience “depends on what (they) expect from the (tool)” and that without Al experience, they
would “not expect (their editor) to solve (...) coding tasks for (them).”

However, during our analysis, we investigated whether prior knowledge significantly affected
the different productivity metrics and whether there were any differences between experienced and
novice or professional and amateur users. During this analysis, we could only identify a significant
effect of experience on the task completion time, with more experienced programmers being slightly
faster (two-way ANOVA, F = 7.029,df =1, p = 0.01). For all other metrics, there was no significant
effect of or notable correlations with the prior experience across the whole group. Instead, we
noted more individual differences.
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4.8 Individual Differences

Given this potential for individual differences and the number of outliers in a number of metrics
above, we inspected these participants’ feedback and performance to determine whether the outliers
allow us to learn more about individual, distinct usage patterns. We consider any datum an outlier
that falls outside 1.5 IQR. With this, we found 72 outliers from 20 participants across all metrics and
study conditions. While some of these are simply participants who happened to yield an outlier
datum in one or two categories, more than half (40) of these outliers stem from just six participants
(namely P2, P4, P14, P19, P22, and P24) suggesting a more fundamental difference. We thus screened
their behavior and their responses for additional insights.

In terms of prior knowledge, on average, the group of outliers did not differ from the remainder
of the participants in any significant way. Regarding prior knowledge about the Al assistants, the
group split into two camps, one with very high levels of prior knowledge (P2, P14, P19, P24) and
one with barely any prior experience (P4, P22). However, these groups exist across all participants,
albeit not as pronounced.

In the latter group, the two participants employed two distinctly different approaches to using the
Al: P22 barely used it in either study condition. Instead, they relied mostly on their own knowledge
and used AI assistance only when stuck. P4, on the other hand, actively used the Al tools but
struggled when the generated responses did not fit immediately.

For the participants who indicated a high degree of prior knowledge, we also noted some
behaviors that differentiated them. Since these participants were familiar with both types of
interfaces before the study, we observed a mixing of interaction patterns. P2, for example, attempted
to use the auto-complete interface in a conversational style by typing questions for the Al as inline
comments. Generally, though, three of the four participants (P2, P14, P24) used the auto-complete
interface to generate code quickly line by line, with short prompts, and the conversational interface
to generate functions or whole scripts with longer, more elaborate prompts. Only P19 did this the
other way around. For using the conversational system, all four participants generously copied
the task description to provide context for the system. This also shows in the metrics for snippet
size (cf. Figure 8) where the outliers in the conversational system P14, P20, and P24, all indicated a
high degree of ChatGPT experience. However, we observed that higher experience also led to them
accepting the results with little checking, particularly P19. P24 meanwhile postulated that with
code writing moved to the Al the task of the developer should shift more towards supervision.

Knowledge of the Al tools also helped the participants complete the tasks quickly, with P14,
P19, and P24, all experienced with Al completing both Al-supported tools faster than most of the
other participants. Only P24 showed a similar speed in the control condition. This pattern is also
reflected in the number of correctly implemented requirements, where P24 again excelled in all
three categories, although more so with Al support, and P19 also performed above average.

5 DISCUSSION

Our collected results paint a clear picture and allow us to draw some conclusions as to the developers’
behavior and how Al assistants can be utilized for productive programming. Next, we will outline
some of these patterns, the potential reasoning behind them, and what these findings mean in the
context of the study and for software development more broadly.

5.1 Programming Productivity

The participants’ performance and their feedback are very consistent across most of the metrics
we recorded. From this, it is quite clear that with either form of interaction, Al assistants provide a
strong benefit for developer productivity overall and many of the individual aspects of the SPACE
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framework. The relative improvements, e.g., the fact that developers implemented about 65% more
requirements with either Al assistant, also match the findings from prior work, for example, the
56% improvement in task completion time found by Peng et al. [40].

Overall satisfaction with the system and the coding experience with them is high, and the
self-reported satisfaction closely matches the results of the AttrakDiff questionnaire. While the
conversational system has an ever so slightly higher mean and median satisfaction, it also has
two outliers who rated this tool rather poorly (0 and 29 out of 100). However, neither of these
participants had any notable trouble with the system. Based on the qualitative feedback, one reason
for this may be the comparison to the auto-complete condition, where one participant noted that
this method was perceived to be “more efficient than using (the conversational interface)” (P20)
as it did not require a context switch. Similarly, the same participants who were unsatisfied also
provided a low rating for the perceived efficiency of the conversational system, noting that the
volume of information “hinders (them) to focus on the code itself” (P6). P2 also highlighted that
typing out a prompt can take quite some time, and the response may not always be satisfactory
or provide an “overload of reply info, (and) too much (...) to read (...) to find specific answers” It
appears that in order to use conversational systems efficiently, some work still needs to be done to
focus the output of LLMs on what is actually relevant. There are many approaches one can take to
this, e.g., training these systems to give more concise answers, different forms of presentation that
lead the attention to the relevant parts, or personalization of the output, reducing the information
to what the individual user typically focuses on.

5.2 Usage Strategies

For the most part, participants used the Al tools fairly conservatively, in that they followed the
intended steps of writing a prompt, inline or in the chat, and then accepted, rejected, or refined
their prompt. Considering the relative novelty of these tools, it is quite likely that users have not
yet developed strong, individualized usage patterns or personal preferences. Overall, the use of Al
resulted in a larger code base, but an increasing part of it originated with the Al and not the user.
This is more pronounced and explicitly noted by the participants for the conversational system.

In the categories of Activity and Communication of the SPACE framework, we saw considerable
differences between the two types of Al tools, though. Based on the data on how much and how
frequently it was accepted, we clearly see that code snippets from the chatbot tend to be larger,
while the auto-complete interface seems to favor more but smaller code snippets. The typically
single-line, auto-completed code snippets are still quite quick to grasp and understand, while larger
snippets require more dedicated mental effort to read through them and determine whether they
can be accepted or not.

This indicates distinct usage strategies for the two systems: for the auto-complete interface,
participants appear to use high-frequency, short snippets, while the conversational system is used
for longer blocks. While this skews the acceptance rate in favor of the auto-completion interface,
the total volume of generated code remains quite similar since the conversational code snippets,
while fewer, are larger in size. These strategies were present across the spectrum of prior experience,
suggesting that this comes to programmers naturally and does not require much learning. Only at
the higher levels of experience did we see that participants started to mix the paradigms, using the
chatbot for short, rapid-fire requests or the auto-complete interface like a conversational system.
To us, this indicates that the different types of interaction may have different use cases. The larger
code snippet, often with explanations, of the conversational systems appears to be an alternative to
the conventional method of searching for code via the browser. Rather than querying an online
search engine for information, participants seem to prompt the chatbot instead. This is indicated
by the similar frequency in accepted code snippets between the conversational system and browser,
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which was noted in the comments of seven participants. This also aligns with broader changes in
the software development landscape, e.g., the decrease in traffic on Q&A sites like StackOverflow,
which is in part attributed to them being replaced by tools like ChatGPT [24]. The two different
usage patterns in our study also provide quantifiable evidence for the qualitative findings by [4],
who also found different usage modes, an “explorative mode”, equivalent to how participants
used the chat interface for more explorative search queries, and an “acceleration mode” for more
productive coding through more, rapid-fire completions.

If the conversational system is not available, experienced users will try to emulate the interaction
with the chatbot rather than switch to the browser. At the same time, sometimes the participants
used the chatbot for quick, line-by-line suggestions but then noted that the context switch was an
unnecessary overhead. These two strategies further suggest that both interfaces have distinct use
cases, which warrants the existence of both. Combining the two, e.g., an auto-complete interface
that allows inline chatbot-style interaction, may be a hybrid solution. However, trying to cater to
both use cases may decrease the quality of the model and may incur unnecessary usability overhead.
Another way to combine the interaction patterns may be in computational notebooks, where the
code is structured in distinct cells anyway with dedicated textual cells in between. Presenting the
conversation with an Al as a sequence of textual and code cells that can be executed at will, may
be an avenue worth exploring.

While these types of interaction may come naturally, experience with Al systems does seem to
affect working practices. While the less experienced participants sometimes struggled to get the
Al to generate well-integrated code, the more experienced users appear to be familiar with the
idea that they must provide a certain level of context to the Al This demonstrates that there is a
learning curve to these tools. Learning to write good prompts for conversational systems and good
prompt comments for auto-completion will likely become an essential skill. At the same time, an
understanding of how these systems work can also be beneficial to understanding how best to use
them.

While these results already look promising and support the hypothesis that Al will yield a
considerable productivity benefit, we are likely only at the beginning of a shift in work practices in
software development. Not only does this mean that new tools may emerge that upset established
patterns again, but it will also affect how developers use these tools. Given more time to get familiar
with them, developers may explore and refine usage patterns, learn the intricacies of these systems,
and generally learn how to use them better. Thus, productivity may even further increase in the
future.

5.3 Code Quality

The one aspect where the use of Al assistants did not lead to much of an increase is the performance
category, where we measured objective code quality metrics. The very similar quality of the
resulting code can be considered a positive, though, meaning that the Al assistants produce code
that is about equally good as what a human can produce. Furthermore, when software projects
increase in size, it becomes challenging for developers to maintain an overview, especially when
they rely on code from legacy projects, coworkers, libraries, etc. Consolidating this large volume of
information is one of the strengths of LLMs. Thus, in larger projects, they can help find existing
functionality, reduce code duplication, provide suggestions in a consistent code style, and much
more. Considering that LLMs reproduce patterns found in their training data, and they are typically
trained with human-written code, this should not be too surprising.

While the objective code metrics did not vary much across the different test conditions, the
subjective perception of this did. Participants tended to rate the performance and quality of the Al
assistants as superior to the baseline, which may suggest a degree of overtrust in the AL While
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the quick and often functioning responses from Al tools can be impressive, it appears necessary
to temper expectations. A broader knowledge of how these systems generate code may be one
way. Still, it may also simply be a matter of habituation, i.e., people getting used to these tools and
then losing their novelty factor. In addition, any effort to increase the quality of these systems, i.e.,
bringing their quality closer to the users’ expectations, will also alleviate this.

Additionally, mechanisms to quickly and easily verify the quality are probably desirable either
way. One way for this may be to give users a way to quickly verify whether the code snippets do
what they claim to do. There are already some changes that can facilitate this, e.g., the ability to
execute code directly in ChatGPT [14, 35]. Automatically generating easy-to-understand unit tests
along with the code may be another approach, which will not only verify that the code works upon
generation but also increase overall test coverage and can thus provide a long-term benefit for the
software project. Code documentation is another aspect where using LLMs can help and contribute
to better and particularly easier-to-understand code. While the significantly higher amount of
comments in the auto-complete condition may suggest that this is already the case, it needs to be
noted that this may be a consequence of the tools function: to trigger GitHub Copilot to generate
code, one way is to describe the desired functionality in a comment first. This naturally leads to
more comments, then. However, looking at the code of the participants, it becomes clear that the
comments are more descriptive and less explanatory. This means that these comments contain
very similar information to the following line of code, not an explanation or a rationale behind the
code, which would offer greater value.

With advances in many of these areas, it is no surprise that many vendors of software development
tools are already actively working on integrating them into their tool suites. As our findings
demonstrate, the form of interaction plays an important role in how people use these tools, though.
The seeming popularity of some interface types should not be construed as a superiority, though.
The different usage patterns between conversational and auto-completion in our study strongly
suggest the different forms of interaction have specific situations where they excel. Thus, it is
advisable not to focus on just one form of presentation and interaction for LLMs in software
development, but rather offer developers the flexibility to choose their tools according to their
needs from situation to situation. However, this also means that a transition between different
interaction forms should be relatively seamless to minimize overhead and the need to learn the
idiosyncrasies of different tools.

Thus, open research remains, since overcoming these challenges and improving the user experi-
ence may lead to wider adoption of Al support systems and thus increase productivity. However,
other challenges play a similarly important role, e.g. technical improvements of the underlying
models to create suggestions with better fit and quality or legal requirements to ensure that gen-
erated code does not introduce, e.g., licensing issues. Addressing these challenges will also be
necessary for a broad adoption and long term benefits of Al-powered support tools.

5.4 Limitations

Considering that the sample of participants in our study leans towards the younger side, they may
be particularly affected by these current developments: If younger developers learn to program with
these tools early on, they may closely integrate them into their workflows. More senior developers
could be reluctant to use Al tools. Still, it may also be the case that they see different usage patterns
when combining their conventional experience with the new options in Al-assisted programming.
While we recorded prior knowledge and expertise, we could not determine any effects or notable
correlations between the level of expertise and productivity. Considering that LLMs for coding
have only been available for a relatively short time, any effect of their novelty seems to be fairly
limited or at least consistent across the whole sample. It may also be the case that even more
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experienced users have not had the time to develop enough expertise to have an effect. Future
studies specifically targeting long-term users may yield further insights. Aside from the effect of
expertise on the individual, it may also be interesting to see how development teams with multiple
humans and Al assistants collaborate and how both expertise in Al and traditional development
change the group dynamics.

Conducting studies like this in the field may not just yield results that are closer to group
dynamics but also give the opportunity to use real-world coding tasks. While we picked the tasks
in our study to reflect common development tasks, they were limited in scope to accommodate the
study setup. Since the tasks are based on prior work, this helps contextualize the results with prior
research, but field studies may still present different observations. Recording the activities and
output of different development teams in the field, with or without Al support, over a longer period
will likely emphasize the productivity benefits. Still, it may also show larger interaction patterns,
e.g., during which phases of development Al can be most useful or how human-AI teams collaborate.
Additionally, not all requirements will be as clearly structured into sub-tasks as they were in our
study. In fact, properly translating high-level requirements into concrete programming steps is an
essential aspect of computational thinking [64] and an important part of the development process.
Here, too, LLMs could assist by translating vague requirements into concrete steps, which humans
can check before being translated into code. For now, our study focused on the production of code,
thus deferring this part of the development process to future studies. While this is a limitation,
since the activities in the study were not an exact representation of open, creative programming,
the constrained nature of the tutorial was consistent across all study conditions. By permuting the
tasks, we expect no adverse effect or bias from excluding the task decomposition step from the
development process and thus expect the comparison between the study conditions to be valid

Finally, since LLMs are inherently probabilistic, the specific model we used in our study may
be a factor that influences the generated code and how useful it was. Additionally, the Al-assisted
conditions used related but not identical models, which can further skew the data. Still, since the
two underlying models share a base, and based on the fact that the generated code was quite similar
in its general functionality and according to a number of quality metrics, it does not appear that
this played any notable role. Finally, current LLMs only present a snapshot in a quickly evolving
field. It is very likely that technological improvements will further impact what is possible and thus
affect developers’ behavior.

6 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have compared the two prominent forms of how modern Al coding assistants are
commonly presented, either as inline auto-complete or as a chatbot. Our comparison focused on
various aspects of productivity, following the categories of the SPACE framework. The feedback
from our user study shows how Al support tools can successfully enhance developer productivity.
This is the case for both types of presentation, but there are also some distinct differences in
how they are used. The inline auto-complete appears to favor many shorter code snippets, while
developers use the chatbot for longer interactions, resulting in more elaborate code suggestions.
While both use cases result in about the same level of productivity in our study, the larger volume
of information and the longer turnaround time for the chatbot can occasionally lead to lower user
satisfaction. Overall, participants were positively inclined towards the Al assistants, even with a
slight tendency to overtrust them.

From these findings, we conclude that both forms of presentation and interaction achieve their
purpose, assisting developers, and which one to use will likely come down to personal preference,
what aspect of the code or project is being worked on, and what task needs to be solved. The
distinctive usage patterns between auto-complete and conversational systems may also inform
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future development for utilizing and extending their interfaces. Since auto-completion appears
to favor short snippets, any efforts to concisely present relevant choices will support this usage
pattern. Meanwhile, the chatbot interface is already favored for longer prompts and responses,
offering more space for explanatory context. Reducing the overhead of context switching may
further elevate this system beyond replacing online searches. Efforts into explanatory systems or
program comprehension can also help users process the information quickly and effectively.

In their current state, LLMs already provide a clear benefit for productivity and will likely make
a lasting impact on software development and the ecosystem of developer tools. With technological
advances, understanding the human perspective and how it affects software projects, development
tools, and teams will be important in ensuring productive use. Clearly, there are still many challenges,
but there is an equal amount of potential in programming with LLMs.

OPEN SCIENCE

We encourage readers to reproduce and extend our results and analysis methods. Therefore, our
experimental setup, links to the collected datasets, and analysis scripts are available at https:
//osf.io/a3vxc/?view_only=824f768b08e44c408837c9aa38589caa.
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