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Software Engineering is Knowledge-intensive
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Those documentation 
resources do not exist 

in isolation…
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They form a documentation ecosystem with 
Stack Overflow as a major information broker 
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How and why are documentation resources 
referenced in Stack Overflow threads?

We studied:

• Two cases…
(Java regular expressions and Android)

• …using a mixed-methods research design…
(regex-based URL classifier, qualitative coding, association 
rule mining, logistic regression models)

• …focusing on link context (how) and link 
purpose (why).
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• Purpose spectrum: From citations (not necessarily meant to be

consulted) to recommendations (explicit requests to follow a link).
• Relativities Stack Overflow’s recommendation to add context to every link: Adding context 

(summaries/quotes) important for links on the recommendation end but less important for links 
primarily included for citation purposes. 

• Links are reflection of the information needs typical to a technology domain.
• Example: Links to concept descriptions were twice as common in threads about regular expressions 

compared to Android. 

• Improving the efficiency of information diffusion between Stack Overflow and the 
broader software documentation ecosystem.
• Example: Developing a tool to assist readers of Stack Overflow threads by automatically classifying 

links along the purpose spectrum, helping them to decide whether a link is worth following.
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Summary


