
AI Coding Assistants Haven’t Sped up Delivery Because Coding Was Never the Bottleneck
InfoQ
AI accelerates coding but the bottleneck moves to specifications and reviews. Teams need smaller groups and a 'grey box' approach with human accountability…
Summary (TL;DR)
Agoda's Leonardo Stern argues that AI coding tools raise individual output but not project velocity because the bottleneck has shifted to specification and verification, which require human judgment. Faros AI data shows high-AI teams complete 21% more tasks and merge 98% more PRs, but PR review time rises 91%. Stern says communication is now the work, not overhead, favoring small teams. He proposes a 'grey box' model: humans write precise specs and verify outcomes instead of reviewing code line by line, keeping accountability with the engineer. This aligns with Spec-Driven Development thinking.


                                    Agoda recently published an observation arguing that while AI coding tools have measurably raised individual developer output, the resulting velocity gains at the project level have been surprisingly modest, because coding was never the real bottleneck. The post claims that the bottleneck has shifted upstream to specification and verification because these areas require human judgment. This shift carries significant implications for how engineering teams should be structured.


Leonardo Stern, a software engineer at Agoda, frames this as a rediscovery of Fred Brooks' decades-old argument in "No Silver Bullet" that improvements in speed to only one part of the development lifecycle produce diminishing returns for overall delivery.


The observation aligns with industry-wide data: research by Faros AI analyzing telemetry from over 10,000 developers across 1,255 teams found that teams with high AI adoption completed 21% more tasks and merged 98% more pull requests, yet PR review time increased by 91%. This metric is consistent with the diagnosis that acceleration at the coding stage relocates pressure elsewhere.


For Stern, the more important implication is what this shift means for team structure. The traditional rationale for small, focused engineering teams was partly built on the assumption that coding was the most significant value-creating activity and that communication was overhead that impeded it.


If the highest-value work becomes collaborative specification and architectural alignment, that logic inverts: communication is no longer the cost to minimize, it is the work itself. Smaller teams win not because they reduce coordination but because they achieve shared understanding faster. Five people can genuinely align around intent and corner cases in ways that fifteen typically cannot.
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The shift in software engineering key deliverables from coding to specification and verification (source)


Stern introduces a three-stance taxonomy for how engineers can relate to AI-generated code. The "white box" model, where humans read and review every line, does not scale when agents can produce thousands of lines per hour. "Black box" or "vibe coding", shipping whatever the AI generates with minimal verification, is fast but brittle for production systems serving large user bases.


Stern's preferred middle path, which he calls "grey box," keeps humans accountable at the two points that matter: writing specifications precise enough for the agent to execute correctly, and verifying results against evidence rather than inspecting the implementation line by line. Crucially, he is explicit that accountability does not shift to the AI: the engineer who guides the agent and approves the merge request remains fully responsible for what ships.


This reframing of the review from code inspection to evidence evaluation echoes the architectural formalism in Leigh Griffin and Ray Carroll's recent InfoQ article on Spec-Driven Development. In this article, they argue that specifications should become the executable source of truth for a system, with generated code treated as a downstream, regenerable artifact.


[image: ]

Human authority is migrating from writing code to defining and governing intent (source)


Stern arrives at a compatible conclusion from a workflow perspective: a high-fidelity specification with testable acceptance criteria, explicit corner cases, and captured architectural decisions becomes the primary engineering deliverable, with implementation increasingly delegated. Both pieces converge on the observation that human authority is migrating upward in the abstraction stack — from writing code to defining and governing intent.
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