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Editor’s Pick

A mechanic’s tool box is not complete without a socket wrench set. 

I couldn’t imagine getting anything done on my car without it. My 

grip strength and knowledge of car mechanics alone isn’t going to 

loosen a lug nut. 

The first time I tuned up a car, I brought out the socket wrench 

set. With relative ease, I removed the air filter housing, the spark 

plug wires, distributor cap, and rotor button. But when it came to removing the spark plugs, I 

found out I was missing the right tool for the job: a spark plug socket wrench. Not wanting to 

double the work because of this mistake (reassemble everything, go to the store, disassemble 

everything, and then reassemble the new components), I opted to walk to the local automotive 

parts store. During that walk I vowed to make sure I always had the right tools in hand prior to 

tearing apart a car. I’ve stuck to that vow ever since.

It’s been a while since I’ve had to work on my car, but I still have that tool set complete with 

a spark plug socket. There are people out there who’ve laughed at my story and said, “Why 

didn’t you just use a large socket to loosen the spark plugs?” Yes, I could’ve used a socket 

wrench large enough to do just that job, but removing the plug would have required additional 

tools and would have added more steps to a simple process. Why go through all the extra 

hassle when there’s a tool specifically designed for the job? 

I think David Gilbert would have argued in defense of the spark plug socket in my scenario. In 

his article, “A Hammer and a Nail,” David opens with the old axiom “If the only tool you have 

is a hammer, you tend to approach every problem as if it were a nail.” While there’s nothing 

wrong with the hammer, it’s not always the right tool for every job. David reminds us that we 

have to consider the level of efficiency and accuracy we’re trying to achieve to decide what 

tool would work best for a given scenario.

In software development terms, we spend a lot of money buying tools that automate specific 

tasks. Many times we’re so invested in these tools that we try to use them for a variety of 

tasks. David reminds us that there are other tools in our tool box—basic ones that we some-

times forget, like manual testing.

Before you use a hammer to pound out your problems, stop and think of what you’re trying to 

accomplish. Always keep in mind that there’s a right tool for every situation; sometimes it’s the 

one buried beneath all the new tools—one you probably forgot you had all along.   

 

Read this month’s Editor’s Pick, “A Hammer and a Nail,” at 

www.StickyMinds.com/editorspick10-4 

“’No good test—except one performed 
by an automaton—is entirely scripted, 

either.’ Excellent quote to walk away 
with! As far as when to stop testing? I 

almost always respond with ‘When I’m 
done.’ Which then (hopefully) leads to 

‘And how do you know when you’re 
done?’ One item we track and share is 
the bug discovery rates while testing. 
How often are we finding new issues 

or, when we’re validating fixes on past 
issues, do we discover side issues that 

arose from the fix? If the discovery 
rate keeps climbing—or even remains 
flat—it’s still time to keep testing. Only 

when we see the discovery rate decline 
do we start getting comfortable; and this 

is usually a time when others’ eyes are 
needed on the project.” 

StickyMinds.com member Bo Roop commenting on 
Michael Bolton’s article “How Much Is Enough?”
www.stickyminds.com/quotables10-4a

“As tempting as it is to dismiss the need 
for testing COTS applications, it’s just not 

that simple. Take the time to analyze the 
application so you can balance the cost 
of testing against the potential risk and 
cost of failure. And then, after you test, 

all there’s left to do is hope that it works.”
Linda Hayes, “Testing COTS: 

When, How, and How Much?”
www.stickyminds.com/quotables10-4b

“A tester on an agile team may test 
a screen that’s half finished, missing 

some validation, or missing some 
fields. It’s incomplete—only one part 
of the software—but testing it in this 

incomplete stage helps reduce the risk 
of failures downstream. It’s not about 

certifying that the software is done, 
complete, or fit to ship. To do that, we’d 

need to drive the ‘whole car,’ which we’ll 
do when the whole car is complete.”

Jeff Patton, “An Uncomfortable Truth 
about Agile Testing”

www.stickyminds.com/quotables10-4c

“I was once told by a manager that you 
don’t learn from good projects, and 

although that is not strictly true, you do 
learn more from the bad ones.”

StickyMinds.com member Meredyth Mackay 
commenting on Fiona Charles’ 

“Pack Up Your Troubles”
www.stickyminds.com/quotables10-4d

Quotables

Francesca Matteu 
Editor, StickyMinds.com

fmatteu@sqe.com
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Sticky ToolLook: November 8, 2007
A Word with the Wise: Thinking Tools with Clarke Ching 
by Joseph McAllister 

Clarke Ching is an agile advocate living in Scotland. He has an MBA specializing in technology man-
agement and is currently writing a book, Rolling Rocks Downhill, about how to make managing soft-
ware projects easier, more productive, and predictable. Some of the tools he uses most often in his 
work include software like Microsoft Word, Excel, Gmail, and Typepad, as well as his BlackBerry for 
email. But his two most useful tools, he says, are “thinking tools.”

Clarke Ching: Both of them are from Eli Goldratt’s Theory of Constraints. The first of these is called 
the “Conflict Cloud.” It is a simple way of drawing problems using five boxes. I used it yesterday, for in-
stance, to walk two of my client’s managers through a problem with how they managed projects. Sales 
would quote prices to their customers based on optimistic estimates. Why? Because they wanted to 
make the sale. But this annoyed the development managers because they found themselves commit-
ted to aggressive schedules with low probabilities of success. The conflict cloud took about fifteen 
minutes to draw, and within another ten minutes we had identified a number of areas we need to 
tackle to evaporate the problem. One, for instance, was that the sales people are rewarded for revenue 
targets, not profit targets.

The second tool is to always look at problems by asking first: Where is the bottleneck? In any system 
the bottleneck determines the output of the system. The only way to increase the output of the system 
is to improve the output of the bottleneck. Say that a development team identifies its developers as the 
team’s bottleneck. Imagine that it then asks the team—not just the developers—”what can we do to 
squeeze more work out of the developers?” Every time I’ve done this we’ve found simple ways (“less 
meetings” is a common suggestion) to free up time so that the whole team can get more work done. It 
isn’t as easy to spot the bottleneck when you’re dealing with knowledge workers, but when you do, it’s 
usually very easy to improve their output by, say, 20 percent, which results in an increase in throughput 
from the entire system by 20 percent.

JM: How did you first decide to incorporate these tools into your work? Have you introduced these 
methods to other people?

CC: I discovered these tools over ten years ago when I first read Eli Goldratt’s business novel, The 
Goal. It took me a couple of years before I used the bottleneck idea in practice and another five years 
before I started using the conflict cloud. I’ve had a lot of success with both, but I find other people are 
happy enough for me to help them to solve problems using the tools, but a little reluctant to use them 
on their own.

JM: Perhaps there’s something to a person with a bank of useful knowledge being a tool of sorts? 

CC: That’s an interesting way of looking at it. I suppose that as a consultant people “rent” me because 
I have specialized knowledge and skills, just like I rented a van when I was moving house. Never 
thought of it like that before. 

JM: Will you be incorporating thinking tools like the ones you mentioned into your own book, Rolling 
Rocks Downhill?

CC: Yes. My book is a business novel like Goldratt’s The Goal, and I use the cloud either explicitly or 
more subtly within most chapters. Novels are about solving crises and problems, and that is what the 
conflict is about. The bottleneck tool features throughout. In fact, my next StickyMinds article is about 
bottlenecks.

Just thought of another tool. If I am trying to solve a particularly messy problem, then often I will fire 
up my word processor, give the problem to one of the characters in my book, and let the other character 
help him out. It’s surprising what they know and what they can figure out. All I have to do is sit back and 
type what they want to say. They’re very lucky that they know and trust each other well enough to be 
able to have fierce arguments but still respect each other. I edit out the swearing during the rewrite.

Pair Programming Observations

By Jeff Langr

Say “pair programming” to a program-

mer and he’ll probably frown or turn 

his back on you. But add some rules 

the programmers must follow—rules 

that help maintain each person’s sani-

ty—and he just might come to find this 

practice rewarding and beneficial. This 

article, reprinted from Jeff Langr’s Web 

site, explains the rules and how certain 

teams have reacted to this structured 

version of pair programming.

www.stickyminds.com/eletterpick10-4a

The Top 3 Myths of Requirements 

Management

By John Simpson/Eric Winquist

This paper challenges the status 

quo and explores the top myths 

that continue to exist in the world 

of requirements management. Even 

though requirements management 

has been around for decades, the fact 

remains that four out of five tech-

nology projects and new products 

developed don’t succeed, which is why 

it continues to be a major juggernaut 

and point of frustration for companies. 

This white paper contains advice for 

how to dispel the myths and bridge the 

requirements management gap.

www.stickyminds.com/eletterpick10-4b

Questions You Should Ask

By Michele Sliger

It’s a technique children and teenag-

ers have mastered: asking “why” until 

they get to an acceptable response 

(or until we’re too tired to continue 

answering). In this column, find out 

how Michele Sliger uses a similar ap-

proach designed by Six Sigma to drill 

down into the underlying cause of any 

problem within software projects. She 

then continues the inquisition with a 

series of other questions to find out 

how these problems affect business 

value and technology. Read this article 

to learn what these questions are 

and how you can start using them to 

find out why things aren’t going as 

planned.

www.stickyminds.com/eletterpick10-4c

A sampling of content from our eNewsletter archives

Picks enewsletter extra
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Agile Java development with spring,  
Hibernate and Eclipse

By: Anil Hemrajani

Pages: 360   Published: 2006

Publisher: SAMS Publishing  isBn: 0672328968

description: 

Agile Java Development with Spring, Hibernate and Eclipse is a book about robust tech-

nologies and effective methods that help bring simplicity back into the world of enterprise 

Java development. The three key technologies covered in this book—Spring, Hibernate, 

and Eclipse—help reduce the complexity of enterprise Java development significantly. 

Furthermore, these technologies enable plain old Java objects to be deployed in light 

weight containers versus heavy-handed remote objects that require heavy EJB containers.  

This book extensively covers technologies such as Ant, JUnit, and JSP tag libraries and 

touches upon other areas such as logging, GUI-based debugging, monitoring using JMX, 

job scheduling, emailing, and more. Extreme Programming, agile model-driven develop-

ment, and refactoring are methods that can expedite the software development projects 

by reducing the amount of up-front requirements and design; thus, these methods are em-

bedded throughout the book but with just enough details and examples not to sidetrack 

the focus of this book. In addition, this book contains well separated, subjective material 

(opinion sidebars), comic illustrations, tips, and tricks, all of which provide real-world and 

practical perspectives on relevant topics.  

Last but not least, this book demon-

strates the complete lifecycle by 

building and following a sample 

application, chapter by chapter, 

from conceptualization to 

production, using the technol-

ogy and processes covered 

in this book.  

By using the technologies 

and methods covered in 

this book, the reader will be 

able to effectively develop 

enterprise-class Java applica-

tions in an agile manner!

Agile Java Development with Spring, Hibernate and Eclipse

Author: Anil Hemrajani
Reviewed by Rahul Khanna   
sectorxii@hotmail.com

Anil has more than twenty years of experi-
ence and offers invaluable insight on agile 
model-driven development (AMDD), Extreme 
Programming (XP), Spring, Hibernate, Java, and 
Eclipse from a developer’s perspective. And if 
these points won’t convince you to check this 
book out, endorsements in terms of forewords 
on Anil Hemrajani’s “brain dump” by the likes 
of Scott W. Ambler (agile) and Rod Johnson 
(Spring) should! 

This book is an instruction manual on how to 
develop extensible and scalable applications 
quickly, with high quality. The author introduces 
proven concepts and technologies that are 
widely used throughout various industries, such 
as B-to-B, B-to-C, finance, healthcare, govern-
ment systems, etc.  

This book is organized to introduce concepts 
and build upon each topic. The structure of the 
text also provides a reference-like orientation 
for the experienced or veteran specialist. The 
author makes available (and keeps up to date) 
the book’s example application on his Web 
site, www.visualpatterns.com. Readers can 
take advantage of the source code provided to 
rapidly build and deliver Web-based systems 
immediately. He also provides more than ample 
references, ranging from home bases for tech-
nologies (agile/XP, Spring, etc.) to supplemental 
tools (JUnit, MDA, test-driven methodology). 

This book reads as if Hemrajani is sitting with 
the reader, sharing his knowledge and experi-
ence on agile Java development. Detailed 
introspection of Ant scripts, object/relational 
mappings (Hibernate), and the MVC layout 
reveals much to be appreciated that has been 
abstracted in these open source projects and 
toolkits. Even the cartoons in each chapter 
depict real-world scenarios, tried and proven. 

All in all, this book provides an excellent 
reference to building Java applications with 
available, proven, and open source technolo-
gies. A must own!

Book review
sPotLigHt Book

Have you read this book? 

Visit www.StickyMinds.com/

bythebook10-4 to post your comments, 

or email editors@bettersoftware.com for 

information on how you can have a book 

review considered for publication on 

StickyMinds.com.
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Don’t be the last one in the know.

Read five of the most popular 

articles on StickyMinds.com from 

recent weeks.

An Uncomfortable Truth 

about Agile Testing

By Jeff Patton

www.stickyminds.com/10-4Top1

Lessons Learned about 

Starting a Development 

Group in India: Part Two

By Peter Clark

www.stickyminds.com/10-4top2

Planning the Endgame

By Fiona Charles

www.stickyminds.com/10-4Top3

Testing COTS: When, How, 

and How Much?

By Linda Hayes

www.stickyminds.com/10-4Top4

Making Sense of Root 

Cause Analysis

By Ed Weller

www.stickyminds.com/10-4Top5

Special 
Announcements
StickyMinds.com and Better 
Software magazine Presents Web 
Seminars: Learning by the Hour

Do you want to learn more about 
the latest trends and techniques 
in testing and project manage-
ment, but don’t have much time 
to spare? Then our Web seminar 
program is just for you! This May, 
we’ll broadcast two Web seminars 
from Cognizant and Telelogic. 
Check out the current Web semi-
nar schedule at 
www.stickyminds.com/ 
10-4WebSeminars.  

If you cannot make a live perfor-
mance, no worries! Web seminars 
are archived for your convenience. 
That means you can watch these 
seminars whenever you want. A 
list of archived presentations can 
be found on www.stickyminds 
.com/WebSeminarArchives.  

 pointer

Branch Out Using Classification Trees

for Test Case Design

By Julie Gardiner

Classification trees are a structured, visual 
approach to identifying and categorizing 
equivalence partitions for test objects 
to document test requirements so that 
anyone can understand them and quickly 
build test cases. In this session presented 
at the 2007 STARWEST conference, 
Julie Gardiner covered the fundamentals 
of classification trees and how they 
can be applied in both traditional test 
and development environments. Using 
examples, Julie shows you how to use 
the classification tree technique, how it 
complements other testing techniques, 
and its value at every stage of testing. 
She demonstrates a classification tree 
editor that is one of the free, commercial 
tools now available to aid in building, 
maintaining, and displaying classification 
trees. 
•	 Develop classification trees for test 

objects 
•	 Understand the benefits and 

rewards of using classification trees 
•	 Know when and when not to use 

classification trees 
www.StickyMinds.com/powerpasspointer10-4

Have you read this book? 

Visit www.StickyMinds.com/

bythebook10-4 to post your comments, 

or email editors@bettersoftware.com for 

information on how you can have a book 

review considered for publication on 

StickyMinds.com.
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saying—some attribute it in-
stead to Josh Billings [1] 
while others claim it was Will 
Rogers [2] who penned it.

So what’s the secret to suc-
cess in an “aren’t sure” world? 
It’s no secret. It’s the Plan-Do-
Check-Act (PDCA) process 
cycle invented by Walter She-
whart, popularized by W. Ed-
wards Deming, and incorpo-
rated into every iterative/in-
cremental software develop-
ment process model today [3].

Plan and do are ubiqui-
tous. Everyone does that part. 
It’s the check the results of 
your planning and doing for 
effectiveness and then the act 
of improving the process that 
is the magic. Measure your 
results objectively. Set aside 
what is not effective in favor 
of something else. Try again, 
repeating the PDCA cycle.

With regard to acceptance 
of new ideas in physics, Max 
Planck wrote, “A new scien-
tific truth does not triumph by 
convincing its opponents and 
making them see the light, but 
rather because its opponents 
eventually die, and a new gen-
eration grows up that is fa-
miliar with it.” 

I hope that we as software 
development professionals we 
do not fight against improve-
ments in the same manner. Re-
member, what we set aside is 
not failure; it is learning and 
improving. And that’s what 
good Investigators do. {end}  

referenceS: 
[1] en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josh 
_Billings 
[2] www.plumbingsupply.com/ 
quotes-ourteamfavorites.html 
[3] en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PDCA

Technically Speaking

What’s the Deal with Investigators?
by Lee Copeland

Recently, a British Airways 
B777 crashed just short of the 
runway at Heathrow Airport 
near London. Due to the skills 
of the pilots and the proximity 
to the airport, tragedy was 
averted. The British Air Ac-
cident Investigation Branch 
announced, “The autothrottle 
demanded an increase in thrust 
from the two engines but the 
engines did not respond.”
The announcement continued, 
“Investigators aren’t sure of 
the reason.”

As I read, “Investiga-
tors aren’t sure,” the phrase 
echoed in my brain. Haven’t I 
read that before? So I Googled 
“investigators aren’t sure” and 
got more than 3,300 hits. Ex-
amples include:
•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	

what instigated an attack.
•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	

whether the fire was set 
intentionally.

•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	
how long the body was in 
the area.

•	 Investigators	aren’t	sure	if	
the same crew is respon-
sible for all of the break-
ins.

•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	
what kind of gun was 
used.

•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	
how long they will look 
for evidence.

•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	
what she (Britney) is 
wearing now.

•	 Investigators	aren’t	sure	if	
that’s the whole story.

•	 Investigators	 aren’t	 sure	
they believe it either.

Now, this “Investigator” 
job sounds like it’s right up 

my alley. Apparently you 
don’t have to be sure of any-
thing and the pay is good. But 
as I was reading the Google 
search results, it occurred to 
me that this sounds a lot like 
information systems work. In 
our business, we are the inves-
tigators, and we aren’t sure of 
a number of things:
•	 Business	 analysts	 aren’t

sure they understand the 
totality of what the stake-
holders expect the system 
to do. In fact, they aren’t 
sure the stakeholders un-
derstand the totality of 
what the stakeholders ex-
pect the system to do.

•	 Stakeholders	 aren’t	 sure	
business analysts under-
stand enough of the de-
tails of their business to 
really understand the de-
tails.

•	 Developers	 aren’t	 sure
why they’re required to 
write code before the re-
quirements are complete, 
correct, and consistent. 
They’re not sure why those 
least qualified to make 
technical decisions have 
the authority to do so.

•	 Testers	 aren’t	 sure	 about	
either the documented re-
quirements or the system 
under test. They aren’t 
sure what they can safely 
assume about the require-
ments. They aren’t sure 
which are the most im-
portant parts of a system 
to test. They aren’t sure 
if they have created test 
cases with the capacity 
to detect hidden defects. 
They aren’t sure if they 
have created sufficiently 
varied data. They aren’t 

sure why all the people 
on the front end of the 
project get paid more 
than they do.

•	 Project	 managers	 aren’t	
sure if they’ll be given the 
resources they really need 
to carry their project to a 
successful conclusion.  

•	 All	 aren’t	 sure	 why	 the	
others don’t recognize the 
intellectual creativity and 
prowess required to do 
what they do.

We live in an “aren’t sure” 
world, so I’m constantly sur-
prised at how many people 
are “totally sure” of their po-
sitions on anything and every-
thing. In software develop-
ment, people are sure of this 
elicitation process, this re-
quirements notation, this pro-
gramming language, this test 
technique, and this project 
management approach. 

Giving us fair warning 
about our “aren’t sure” 
world, Mark Twain wrote, “It 
ain’t what people don’t know 
that hurts them, it’s what they 
know that ain’t so.” 

But “aren’t sure” ap-
plies even to this oft-quoted 

We live in an ‘aren’t 

sure’ world, so I’m 

constantly surprised at how 

many people are ‘totally sure’ 

of their positions on anything 

and everything.
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Given the chaos and low quality of the project as a whole, it 
is exceedingly unlikely that the illusory, lines-of-code produc-
tivity boost that the dead code gives was intentional.

Omitting a not, or including a surplus one, or using an or 
where an and was meant, or vice versa, are common examples 
of errors that take code down the wrong path. Unit tests can 
be a great help in such situations: Staring at a piece of code 
for too long, you may possibly fool yourself into thinking 
that your inverted logic is correct, but a simple assertion is 
less easily duped. Of course, in the project in question there 
was no coherent form of testing—manual or otherwise—at 
any level, and because of the application’s high coupling, unit 
tests would have been pretty much impossible. Code review is 
a complementary way of uncovering such defects and would 
have been a suitable alternative. Code reviews do not have to 
be formal, and an informal pair walkthrough is often less time 
consuming and less threatening than walking through code in 
a meeting with many others.
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Code Craft

if(distance > recommendedMaxDistance &&

   userSelectedOverride &&

   measuredValue >= minimumValue &&

   measuredValue <= maximumValue &&

   distance < recommendedMaxDistance)

{

    result = false;

}

else if(!userSelectedOverride)

{

    result = true;

}

else

{

    result = false;

}

Listing 2a

The Accidental Complexity 
of Logic
by Kevlin Henney

Logic lies at the heart of computation. Boolean algebra guides 
much of the course of a program’s flow. It is the stuff of pro-
gramming. It is also, as Kernighan and Plauger noted in The 
Elements of Programming Style, the source of occasional con-
fusion: “Boolean algebra is not used nearly as widely as or-
dinary arithmetic, so we must write logical expressions more 
carefully lest we confuse the reader.” They wrote this thirty 
years ago, but our ability to be confused has not lessened any 
in that time.

Much code complexity, many programming thinkos, and 
no small number of program defects can be traced back to 
confusion over logical expressions and the expression of logic. 
In spite of our best aspirations and the relative simplicity of 
Boolean algebra, this is not the kind of thinking that comes 
instinctively to humans—even programmers.

In many ways this state of affairs can be considered ironic. 
In formulating the calculus that bears his name, George Boole 
was pursuing an ambitious goal, as indicated in the title and 
opening of his 1853 work, An Investigation into the Laws of 
Thought: “The design of the following treatise is to investi-
gate the fundamental laws of those operations of the mind by 
which reasoning is performed.”

In practice, although we use Boolean logic correctly and ef-
fectively much of the time, the shortfall between the way we 
think and the needs of code presents sufficient opportunity for 
incorrect and unruly code to creep in.

Dead Code Walking
Consider the fragment in listing 1a, which is based on some 

code I saw a few years ago.

Because the body of the loop is unreachable, this becomes a 
rather longwinded way of writing the fragment in listing 1b.

if(collection.isEmpty())

{

    ... // about 20 lines of code

}

Listing 1b

if(collection.isEmpty())

{

    for(Item item : collection)

    {

        ... // about 30 lines of code

    }

    ... // about 20 lines of code

}

Listing 1a



18	 BETTER SOFTWARE	 MAY 2008	 www.StickyMinds.com

or readable, extract and name a method that represents the 
whole condition rather than disassembling the logic into an if 
else tree.

Boolean-to-Boolean Converters
One particularly common and noisy kind of construct 

is what a conference attendee I once met referred to as the 
“Boolean-to-Boolean converter,” a name that nicely sums up 
the redundancy of such constructs. These are often character-
ized by extensive use of true and false literals and control 
flow structures. They all can be reduced to much simpler ex-
pressions. Here is a typical example of an identity converter:

if(found)

    return true;

else

    return false;

Which is nothing more than:
return found;

And here is an elaborate negation:
if(enabled)

    enabled = false;

else

    enabled = true;

Which is sometimes written slightly more compactly as: 
enabled = enabled ? false : true;

This still reduces to something simpler and more direct:
enabled = !enabled;

Listing 4a is a slightly more nested example.

Its jagged formation still reduces to something briefer and 
more direct, as shown in listing 4b.

Sometimes a truth is established on one line, only to be re-
stated using literals in repetitive form across subsequent lines 
as shown in listing 5a.

Listing 5b demonstrates that both the decision structure 
and the use of the Boolean literals are unnecessary.

Code Craft

Seeing the Forest for the Trees
Simple thinkos are one source of error, but another comes 

from accidental complexity—making things more complex 
than necessary so that it becomes difficult to see what is going 
on. Consider the fragment in listing 2a, which is based on code 
I ran across (well, tripped over) many years ago.

The code didn’t start out this way. It probably made sense 
originally—and even after a change or two—but eventually an 
addition led to a contradiction, which means the code reduces 
to the snippet in listing 2b.

Or, more concisely, to the code in listing 2c.

Signal to Noise Ratio
But unclear logic is not just about defects and dead code. 

Code can be functionally correct but developmentally poor. 
Clumsy logic also introduces accidental complexity, making 
the process of reading code more labored than it should be. 
The code in listing 3a includes a redundant check.

In this particular case, another programmer suggested the 
“simplification” shown in listing 3b, but it is not exactly an 
improvement.

Instead, for such a simple case, group conditions that have a 
common result, as shown in listing 3c.

Should the condition become longer than is either reasonable 

if(!userSelectedOverride)

{

    result = true;

}

else

{

    result = false;

}

Listing 2b

result = !userSelectedOverride;

Listing 2c

if(!file.exists() ||

   (file.exists() && !file.hasWritePermission()))

    return false;

Listing 3a

if(!file.exists() || !file.hasWritePermission()))

    return false;

Listing 3c

if(!file.exists())

    return false;

else

    if(!file.hasWritePermission()))

        return false;

Listing 3b

if(isOldest)

{

    if(timeLastAccessed < cutOffTime)

    {

        return true;

    }

    else

    {

        return false;

    }

}

else

{

    return false;

}

Listing 4a

return isOldest && timeLastAccessed < cutOffTime;

Listing 4b
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Perhaps one of the most pervasive examples of a Boolean-
to-Boolean converter is the explicit comparison of Boolean re-
sults against Boolean literals:

if(checkCacheExists() == true)

    ...

The result of explicitly comparing a Boolean against true 
makes it no truer than it already was. Such tautological 
phrasing is often a consequence (or a cause) of imperative 
names that should follow a more predicate-like naming style. 
Rather than naming the action, name the truth that is being 
acted on:

if(cacheExists())

    ...

Names beginning with check, validate, and verify are typ-
ical candidates for such renaming.

Flag Waiving
Overreliance on flags leads to code with a lot of raw 

Boolean literals—often an indicator that logic can be revisited 
and simplified. Consider the example in listing 6a.

if(value > threshold)

    markOutOfLimit(true, timeStamp());

else

    markOutOfLimit(false, timeStamp());

Listing 5a

markOutOfLimit(value > threshold, timeStamp());

Listing 5b

It simplifies to listing 6b.
Similarly, listing 7a represents an impressive attempt to mask 
a one liner.

The separation of declaration from initialization introduces 
more noise on top of the flag-driven logic. From all this we can 
extract the delightfully brief listing 7b.

Conclusion
In each of these cases it is worth keeping in mind that it is 

not necessarily ignorance or sloppiness that has led to unneces-
sary or incorrect logic, and it has nothing to do with the pro-
gramming language—the examples may have been presented 
in Java, but they were based on published and production 
code in a variety of languages. Nevertheless, to paraphrase the 
author Martin Amis, it is terrible to see a programmer being 
beaten up by a programming language. Revisit, review, and re-
vise. Truth (or falsehood) will out. {end}

boolean failed = false;

if(message != null)

{

    if(!enqueue(message))

        failed = true;

}

else

    failed = true;

if(failed)

    throw new MessageEnqueueException();

Listing 6a

if(message == null || !enqueue(message))

    throw new MessageEnqueueException();

Listing 6b

boolean result;

int indexOfNext;

indexOfNext = mapping.nextAvailable();

if(indexOfNext == INVALID_INDEX)

    result = true;

else

    result = false;

return result;

Listing 7a

return mapping.nextAvailable() == INVALID_INDEX;

Listing 7b

Code Craft

Definitions
  ! Standard Defines
  Include "RESPONSE_CODES.INC"  Include "GLOBAL_VARIABLES.INC"
  CHARACTER*512 USER_AGENT  Integer USE_PAGE_TIMERS  CHARACTER*
  CHARACTER*1024 cookie_2_0  CHARACTER*1024 cookie_2_1 Timer T_
Code
  !Read in the default browser user agent field
  Entry[USER_AGENT,USE_PAGE_TIMER  Start Timer T_OBFUSCATED
  PRIMARY GET URI "http://yahoo.cHTTP/1.1" ON 1 &
  HEADER DEFAULT_HEADERS &
  ,WITH {"Accept: image/gif, image/xbitmap, image/jpeg, image/p
  "application/x-shockwave-flash, application/msword, */*", &

"http://yahoo.cHTTP/1.1"
  HEADER DEFAULT_HEADERS &
  ,WITH {"Accept: image/gif, image/xbitmap, image/jpeg, image/p
  "application/x-shockwave-flash, application/msword, */*", &

To load test your website,
you could type this:

or this:
www.webperformanceinc.com

Why code every test case by hand, when our unique software 
detects and automatically configures the test cases for you – 
quickly and accurately, then gives you superior reports that 
are easy to understand? With Web Performance automatic 
load testing, the time and money you save could increase 
productivity as much as 500 percent.

For more information about how you can increase perfor-
mance and productivity using Web Performance automated 
load testing, visit www.webperformanceinc.com

What examples of logic have you seen that, on 
revisiting, have proven to be either incorrect 

or reducible to something far simpler? 

Follow the link on the StickyMinds.com homepage to join 
the conversation.
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feel this way. Not surprisingly, they re-
port that they are mandated to repeat 
heavily scripted tests and that they’re not 
learning, not discovering new problems, 
and not finding bugs. They don’t feel as 
though they’re in control of their own 
testing process. Now I have a question I 
can ask myself: What can I do to retake 
control? Here are some heuristics.

Trade assignments. When I’m testing, 
I’m strongly motivated to explore and to 
exercise my own judgment as to what 
to do next, based on what I’ve just ob-
served and evaluated. Some people may 
be more comfortable with a more di-
rected, routine, confirmatory process, 
and some of that kind of work might be 
important in certain contexts. On a di-
versified team, someone else might be a 
better choice for that kind of work than 
I am. On a well-managed or self-orga-
nizing team, we might be able to trade 
assignments to play to our strengths. The 
downside of simply trading off work is 
that I might deprive myself of an oppor-
tunity to learn something valuable.

Exploit variation. When I’m feeling 
bored, I try to change the work in subtle 
but interesting ways. In a 2005 paper [3], 
James and Jon Bach identified a number 
of polarities in exploration—examples 
include doing vs. describing, careful 
vs. quick, working with the product 

vs. working with the developer, de- 
sign vs. execution, data gathering vs. 
data analysis, and solo work vs. team 
effort. When I’m bored, I pause, note 
whatever approach I’m using at the 
moment, and try going the other way. 
The same paper suggests branching and 
backtracking—deliberately choosing 
a different path of execution, and then 
aborting it and backing up several steps. 
This can be very useful for revealing 
state-based bugs. The downside of varia-
tion is that too much of it might take me 
off my charter or testing mission.

Collaborate. Chatting with a pro-
grammer, asking a user about workflows 
or pitfalls, or pairing with another tester 
are all ways in which I’ve refocused pro-
ductively. A conversation—one with a 
whiteboard is almost always engaging—
might allow me to model the system, see 
new risks, and take a different approach. 
One risk of collaborating is that, when 
we’re both looking at the same area, we 
might lose the opportunity to spread 
out into testing different areas of the 
system—but I’ve always been impressed 
at the way two people see different 
things when looking at the same screen 
or whiteboard.

Focus on something else. Maybe I’m 
bored because I’ve been paying atten-
tion to one thing too closely, to the same 

Test Connection
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Out of the Rut
by Michael Bolton

I’m testing, and I just realized that I’m 
bored. This is a Bad Thing. I’ll have to 
do something about it. I’ll sneak a few 
moments of disposable time, defined as 
“the time that you can afford to waste 
without getting into trouble.” No tester 
that I know of is really supervised every 
minute of every day. We have moments 
in which we might try a new test idea, 
do some side research, look briefly at a 
different area of the product, or just do 
something else for a while. 

If it turns out that I’ve wasted dispos-
able time, it’s OK; by definition I can 
afford to waste it. But maybe I’ll learn 
something cool. I ruffle through the piles 
of paper on my desk, and I find a copy 
of The New Yorker magazine. The first 
article that I turn to is a review of a new 
TV series about psychotherapy [1]. To 
my surprise and delight, in the very first 
paragraph, it says, “… boredom isn’t the 
same thing as being in stasis. Being bored 
doesn’t mean there’s nothing to do … It 
means that something big … is keeping 
us from doing what we want to do, from 
playing outside, from expressing our-
selves, from moving forward.” That re-
minds me of the cover of a recent Scien-
tific American Mind magazine [2]. More 
shuffling in the pile, and then there, on 
the cover: BORED. The cover story says 
that boredom is triggered by repetition, 
minute and fragmented tasks, insufficient 
motivation, the absence of a need for 
intellectual engagement, and low levels 
of arousal (the psychologists’ way of 
saying “the absence of things that wake 
us up”). These pathologies can build on 
each other. Without motivation, I lose 
engagement, and without engagement, 
motivation becomes more difficult.

The article also suggests that repres-
sion of a person’s drives and desires 
leads to aimlessness and disconnec-
tion from the task at hand. If our work 
lacks meaning or purpose over time, 
we may experience existential boredom 
or ennui. I often hear from testers who 
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thing for too long, or to the wrong thing. 
In this case, I run a risk of falling into 
inattentional blindness, a psychological 
phenomenon wherein we can miss sig-
nificant things that are happening right 
in front of our eyes [4]. I’ve found that 
consistent alternation between focusing 
and defocusing—looking at some de-
tail, then looking at the big picture, then 
looking at some other detail—helps keep 
me engaged and helps me see a different 
set of potential problems.

Put the machine to work. If it’s gen-
uinely better done by a machine, get a 
machine to do it. If I’m doing something 
that is monotonous and repetitive that 
includes a decision that the machine can 
make, there’s a good chance that some 
little tool I cobble together will be ex-
tensible or reusable. Moreover, I need to 
exercise programming skill regularly, or 
I get rusty quickly. The risk is that auto-
mating a task limits my observations to 
things that I can program the machine to 
observe, greatly reducing my ability to 
spot an unanticipated problem. I have to 
consider opportunity cost. That reminds 
me to …

Assess cost vs. value. My boredom 
might be a subconscious trigger that I’m 
doing something that’s not terribly valu-
able. Maybe I’m whacking on an empty 
piñata and the value of what I’m doing 
no longer supports the cost of doing it. 
Perhaps it’s not just uninteresting to me 
but uninteresting to my client, too. That 
leads me to the …

Mission check. Maybe I should have 
a chat with my client or manager to 
make sure that we agree that I’m doing 
something worthwhile. Their perception 
of risk might not match what I’ve been 
observing in the product. If my client 
isn’t currently available, I might change 
my focus to recording so that I’m pre-
pared when she comes back. I like to 
manage this by using session-based test 
management and time-boxing my testing 
charters. In organizations that don’t use 
this approach, I’ll deliberately change 
charters on my own every ninety min-
utes or so. That helps keep me fresh, 
because the end of a session marks a 
good time to …

Just take a break. Go for a walk, 
read a magazine, take a bike ride, grab 
a coffee, get a snack, run an errand, or 

have a shower. Over the years, I’ve no-
ticed a lot of people who are virtually 
chained to their desks. They claim it’s 
because they have important work to do 
and that they can keep flow going. Fair 
enough, but if they’re genuinely in flow, 
they’re engaged—not bored. Making 
some change to clear out the cobwebs 
is important, too, sometimes. Just now 
for instance, I’ve glanced at one maga-
zine, read an article in another, reflected 
on my process, and come up with some 
ways to make my testing more engaging 
and more valuable. Now, back to work.

Here’s a key heuristic: Testing is only 
boring if you’re not doing it well. Maybe 
you’re bored because the information 
you’re seeking is trivial, you’re not in 
control of your own process, you’re not 
learning anything new, the tests that 
you’re running and the observations 
you’re making are rote and mechanical 
(and therefore probably best left to auto-
mation), or you’re stuck in a rut. Testing 
is interesting and fun when you feel like 
you’re seeking important information, 
when you get to make choices about 
your process, when you’re learning, 
and when the tests and observations 
are something that you believe only a 
human—and maybe only you—could do 
as well as you can. {end}

referenceS: 
[1] Franklin, Nancy, “Patients, Patients” in New 
Yorker, February 4, 2008. www.newyorker.com/
arts/critics/television/2008/02/04/080204crte 
_television_franklin 
[2] Gosline, Anna, “Bored?” in Scientific Ameri-
can Mind, December, 2007.  www.sciam.com/
article.cfm?id=bored--find-something-to-live-for 
[3] Bach, James and Bach, Jon, “Exploratory 
Testing Dynamics,” www.satisfice.com/articles/
et-dynamics.pdf.  See also Bach, Jon, Inside 
the Masters’ Mind: Describing the Tester’s Art,  
STAREAST 2006, Orlando, FL.   
[4]Visual Cognition Lab at viscog.beckman.uiuc 
.edu/djs_lab/
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What obstacles do you 
encounter that diminish your 

engagement with your process? 
What do you do to get around them? 

Follow the link on the StickyMinds.com 
homepage to join the conversation.
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Management Chronicles

IS
TO

CK
PH

O
TO

 

“So, we’d like you to go to Romania to 
help the new team ramp up over there,” 
Stephane told me.

I shifted in my chair and glanced at 
the fake golf ball stuck to the glass door 
of his office. “What exactly would you 
like me to do?”

“We‘ve never opened an offshore 
office before, Melissa. We need you to 
figure out the best way for the Romania 
and Ottawa teams to work together.”

My stomach churned for a second. I 
was supposed to fly halfway around the 
world and, in two weeks, get a group 
of developers I only knew as voices on 
the phone to change their entire way of 
developing software to match our long-
standing and ever-evolving process. Did I 
even have the tools to get this job done?

Then I realized that I did. The core of 
my company consists of great develop-
ment services and our code of conduct 
standards: transparency, responsiveness, 
agility, collaboration, and constant im-
provement (TRACC).

What I needed to do was get the Ro-
manian team members to really under-
stand these principles. If they bought 
in to TRACC, they would naturally 
start acting like we did. It would be like 
having another Ottawa office in Ro-
mania.

My anxiety died, replaced by excite-
ment about teaching them to work like 
us. My first step would be a PowerPoint 
presentation aimed at convincing them 
how right our values are.

I’d get the new office on track and 
still have enough time to visit Dracula’s 
castle.

“OK,” I said to Stephane. “No 
problem. By the time I leave Cluj you 
won’t know the difference between them 
and us.”

***
The plane’s nose tipped down just 

about the time I put the last spinning, 
flaming bullet point on my final slide.

Ahh. Everything fell into place, and I 

relaxed into my seat. Yep, it would all be 
fine now.

But something tickled at the back 
of my brain. It took me a few minutes 
before I realized that it was Stephane’s 
voice. We need you to find the best way 
for the Romania and Ottawa teams to 
work together.

Hadn’t I done that? Obviously we 
wanted to work together like one seam-
less team with no differences between 
the two offices. They could work like us 
and everything would be great.

I felt a chill, and it wasn’t from the 
overhead fan. I glanced at my presenta-
tion and saw it from another point of 
view—the Romanian team’s.

Was I really figuring out the best way 
for us to work together? No, I’d just as-
sumed that Ottawa’s way was the best 
and intended to imprint it on them as 
if they were baby ducks following their 
mother around.

If I had come into the Cluj-Napoca 
office with a presentation on how they 
would be working from now on, I would 
have set up the dynamic that the Ottawa 

office was going to provide all the lead-
ership.

In short, I’d been thinking about the 
Romanian team as “them” and the Ot-
tawa team as “us.” So wrong. There was 
no them. We were all us. The first C in 
TRACC stands for “collaboration,” 
after all, not “commanding people to be 
like you.”

I saved my TRACC presentation. 
Maybe I could recycle it for training new 
Ottawa hires or post it on the wiki. I 
wasn’t going to need it this trip.

***
John, the general manager, met me 

at the door to the Romanian office. “Do 
you have a presentation or something?”

I thought about my spinning bullet 
slides and laughed. He raised an eye-
brow at me.

“No presentation. Why don’t you 
show me around the office? Then we can 
have coffee. I have some questions about 
what you guys are planning.”

“We have some ideas,” John said, a 
little tentatively. “If you want to hear 
them.”

Communicate, Don’t Assimilate
by Melissa Sienkiewicz
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“Sure do. I also wondered if there 
was anything you wanted to ask me.”

He brightened. “You’ve been doing 
this for a long time and we want to take 
advantage of your expertise. You can 
help us avoid some mistakes.”

“Sure, I’m happy to answer anything 
you want, but I’m not here to tell you 
guys how to work. Maybe we can work 
together to figure out the best way for 
us to work together.” I grinned. “Hey, is 
that a foosball table?”

“We heard you had one in Ottawa,” 
John said.

“You don’t have to do everything just 
like we do in Ottawa,” I told John. “But 
in this case, I think you made a smart 
decision. Are you up for a quick game?” 
{end}
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If you were asked to open an 
offshore branch, how would 

you identify challenges?
How would you deal with the 

integration? 

Follow the link on the StickyMinds.com 
homepage to join the conversation.

Without oversight, software projects can creep
out of control and cause teams to freak. But with
Software Planner, projects stay on course.
Track project plans, requirements, test cases,
and defects via the web. Share documents, hold
discussions, and sync with MS Outlook®. Visit
SoftwarePlanner.com for a 2-week trial.

STORY LINES
•	 When opening an offshore office, 

meeting with the team in person 

reduces ramp-up time and helps 

spread corporate values and 

processes.

•	 Forcing corporate values on a 

secondary office may create 

resentment and set up a bad 

dynamic.

•	 Rather than expecting a new office 

to work exactly the way the head 

office does, approach it from the 

angle of finding the best way to 

work together.

•	 Instead of pushing training, let the 

offshore team learn from you by 

asking questions and getting to 

know your processes.
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Load Testing 2.0 for Web 2.0
With Rich Internet Applications, performance validation is critical.

The arrival of the Web 2.0 wave has 
far-reaching implications for web applica-
tions, web users and companies that do 
business over the Internet or use web-
enabled business applications in enterprise 
environments. In short, Web 2.0 is a huge 
technology trend that will revolutionize the 
way users interact with the Internet and the 
way enterprises use and manage web-
enabled applications.

Web 2.0 applications leverage advanced 
Rich Internet Application (RIA) technologies 
(such as Ajax and Adobe® Flex), along 
with enablers (such as RSS and blogs). 
From an end-user perspective, these tech-
nologies allow a richer, faster, more 
interactive experience with browser-enabled 
applications and services. From an enter-
prise perspective, these same technologies 
can help your company deploy new, 
customer-friendly application functionality 
in less time and at a lower cost. 

By avoiding the time lags associated with 
interactive web applications, Web 2.0 
applications promise to deliver a faster, 
easier and smoother user experience. But 
this enhanced experience isn’t a given. 
While rich next-generation applications 
promise a radically different customer 
experience, they also have the potential to 
overwhelm the servers and networks that 
deliver content to client browsers. 

Both the promise and the potential pitfalls 
stem from the unique ability of RIA tech-
nologies to continually exchange small and 
granular amounts of data with a server. 

When thousands of users are interacting 
nearly continuously with an application, 
the strains on back-end servers can be 
enormous.

Are your applications ready for 
Web 2.0?
Given the potential peak demands of these 
next-generation applications, it’s wise to 
approach the Web 2.0 wave with caution. 
Do you know how well your applications 
will perform? And do you know whether 
they will collapse under the weight of 
certain loads? Before Ajax or other RIA 
technologies can be ready for prime time 
in your business, you need to verify that 
they can deliver enterprise-scale 
performance.

All of this points to the need for sophisti-
cated tools to test the performance of Web 
2.0 applications and services in a pre-
production environment. Yet with conven-
tional performance testing solutions, this is 
easier said than done. There are many 
unknowns in stress testing Web 2.0 
applications.

Conduct performance testing with 
HP Software solutions.
Test the performance of Rich Internet 
Applications. 

Web 2.0 services can use Ajax, Flex and 
various other RIA and next-generation 
programming technologies. To validate the 
performance of services, you must be able 
to test these advanced technologies.

HP performance validation solutions give 
you:

Built-in record and replay capabilities for • 
Rich Internet Applications

With the arrival of RIA technologies, there are many 
new, more granular performance questions. If you 
can’t answer these questions, you can’t expect 
success with Web 2.0 applications.

Ajax framework solutions based on • 
LoadRunner Click and Script technology, 
which reduces the scripting process to a 
few mouse clicks
Performance validation for Flex• 
Performance validation for web services• 
The planned addition of client-side • 
breakdown

Break down the page to specifi c components 
and isolate performance issues.

With Web 2.0 applications, it is no longer 
enough to test the amount of time that it 
takes for an entire page to load. Instead, 
you need to test the amount of time that it 
takes for different components of a page to 
be updated. To do this, you need to break 
down a page into specific components and 
then isolate the performance for each.

How fast does the skeleton of the page 
load? How much time does it take for stock 
quotes to appear on a user’s home page? 
Or how much time does it take for an 
updated list of employee names and 
numbers to appear in an ERP application? 
HP performance testing solutions allow you 
to answer questions like these by emulating 
the actions of hundreds or even thousands 
of users and then capturing the response 
times for key processes and transac-
tions—so you can optimize your applica-
tions for better performance.

Test the performance for complex web 
operations.

With Web 2.0 applications, there are 
fewer web-page refreshes but much more 
interaction with back-end servers. While 
some changes to pages might not require 
interaction with a server, many user actions 
trigger interactions with back-end servers.

To validate performance under these circum-
stances, you need to be able to test the 
end-user experience under different loads. 
For example, what happens when one user 
completes a drag-and-drop action?

How much time does it take for the page to 
reflect the action? And then what happens 
when a thousand users complete the same 
action at the same time? 

To understand how your applications will 
work in a Web 2.0 production environment, 
you need to be able to simulate not just the 
actions of one user, but the actions of many 
users, perhaps even thousands of users. 
These are among the actions that cannot 
easily be duplicated without the proper 
automation tools.

With HP Software, you’re ready for 
Web 2.0.
HP Software offers the key capabilities 
needed for performance validation of Web 
2.0 applications. 

Product offerings for Web 2.0 performance 
validation include HP LoadRunner software 
and HP Performance Center software. 
To gain a fi rsthand look at HP load-testing 
capabilities for Web 2.0, download a trial: 
www.loadrunner.com or contact HP at 
1-800-TEST911. Or to learn more about 
HP Software products, visit www.hp.com/
go/btosoftware.

© Copyright 2008 Hewlett-Packard Development Company, L.P.  Adobe is a trademark of Adobe Systems Incorporated.
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Bug triage is about making deci-
sions about the fate of software 
bugs: Should we keep a bug? 
Should we fix it now? Can we 

fix it later? Can we live with it? What 
other choices do we have? What should 
we do next?

I have implemented bug triage in 
every software project I’ve run since 
1992. My inspiration in organizing bug 
triage comes directly from the world 
of labor and delivery nursing, which 
I learned about from my wife, Anne, a 
nurse at the birthing center of the Royal 
Victoria Hospital in Montreal. Anne has 
triaged hundreds of expectant mothers 
arriving at the hospital in anticipation of 
the childbirth experience.

Labor and delivery triage is about 
deciding the course of treatment of pa-
tients arriving at the hospital. Anne must 
decide the course of action on the spot, 
often with minimal information guiding 
life-critical decision making.

I apply the four basic steps of labor 
and delivery triage directly to bug triage:

•	 Preliminary Assessment
•	 Interview
•	 Exploration and Observation
•	 Taking Action

Preliminary 
Assessment—
Looking the Bug 

Right in the Eye!
The labor triage assessment begins as 

soon as the triage nurse sees the patient. 
The triage nurse observes the patient: 
Can she talk? Is she agitated? Is she 
about to faint? Is she excited, anxious, 
or in any sort of trauma?  Her first judg-
ment is related to the urgency of the situ-
ation. Sometimes the patient needs im-
mediate medical care, even before Anne 
knows the patient’s name—the baby will 
not wait. The triage nurse must be pre-
pared for anything and remain calm de-
spite the adrenaline rush. In some cases 
the triage nurse delivers the baby on the 
spot. It’s a job that has all the excitement 
of a TV drama. The triage nurse knows 
what to look for and is trained to recog-
nize and act in response to critical situ-
ations.

The bug triage assessment begins 
as soon as I see the bug. I take a good 
look at the bug: Will critical user tasks 
be blocked? Is the bug infectious? Will it 
break other things? Does it violate laws, 
regulations, or contractual obligations? 

Did we lose client data? Does this bug 
block us from doing other work? My 
first judgment is related to the urgency 
of the situation.

In the preliminary assessment of bugs 
I look for those bugs that demand imme-
diate action and then I initiate whatever 
course of action is required. In some 
projects I call this bug filtering. I cut out 
any paperwork or bureaucracy involved 
and get right to resolving the bug. When 
a bug demands action, I take action. 

To hone my preliminary assessment 
skills I have to study a lot of bugs. I 
want to avoid crying wolf and getting 
developers to start fixing a problem that 
is not really urgent. Knowledge gleaned 
from studying bug taxonomies is a great 
source of information. I always study 
real bugs experienced in similar projects. 
In order to get a good sense of the ur-
gency of a problem, I try to understand 
the impact on the end-user of not fixing 
the problem immediately. 

The preliminary assessment helps 
trigger immediate action before going 
to bug review meetings or doing any 
further testing. Being prepared for a pre-
liminary assessment includes a blend of 
knowing what to look for and knowing 
how to get things done. I make sure 
project managers, development leads, 
and all team stakeholders know that I 
do preliminary assessments and that I 
can sidestep bureaucracy in some urgent 
cases.

Interview—
Understanding 
Context
In labor triage context is 

everything. The same conditions ob-
served with a different context can lead 
to dramatically different results. One 
example is that of labor contraction 
timing. Imagine that a patient calls triage 
reporting contractions lasting sixty to 
ninety seconds with mild intensity and 
taking place every ninety minutes. If you 
knew that the mother had recently expe-
rienced a car accident, you would want 
to see her right away. If you knew the 
mother was just watching a soap opera 
on TV, you might suggest she call back 
in a few hours and take it easy. 

The triage nurse interviews the patient 
to learn about context. She asks ques-
tions that help identify the phase of labor 
the woman is in. Some basic informa-
tion about the patient is collected: name, 
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Triage Nursing 
Notes
A principle used by triage nurses is “If 

you do not see it in writing, it was not 

done.” Note taking is a critical skill of 

the triage nurse. Almost any medical 

professional who will be involved in 

the case may reference these nursing 

notes. A triage note includes entries 

for each and every event, interaction, 

observation, test done, and test result. 

Notes include the questions asked, 

responses given, and action taken by the 

nurse. Each notation includes the date 

and time the event took place.

The triage nurse must take detailed 

notes on the entire clinical encounter 

coupled with all test results and 

observations. Experienced practitioners 

use a terse, unambiguous style to 

capture their notes. They use a template 

form to guide note taking, which 

focuses on the observations and actions 

taken but does not include subjective 

assessment—as Sergeant Friday would 

say, “Just the facts.”

NOTE TAKING IN 
TESTING
I have learned over the years that 

communication is one of the most 

important skills in testing. Imagine 

the audience for a bug report: We are 

writing to other testers, test leads, 

development leads, help desk staff, 

developers, product managers, technical 

writers, project managers, and many 

different product stakeholders. It is 

important for testers to meaningfully 

communicate to this varied audience 

without over simplifying, confusing, or 

complicating the information. 

Software testing session notes and bug 

reports should be able to stand up to the 

same level of scrutiny as triage nursing 

notes.

age, gestational age, doctor, any pre-
vious pregnancies, and what happened 
during those pregnancies. In addition, 
some information about the pregnancy 
is collected, such as any special condi-
tions, results of ultrasounds, and infor-
mation about any medical interventions. 
Information about the actual condition 
of the patient is collected: frequency of 
contractions, whether the “water” has 
broken, and any special pains or indi-
cators. The interview takes only a few 
minutes and provides information that 
is used to decide if the patient should be 
admitted, observed for a few hours, or 
sent to another department. 

In bug triage context is everything. 
The same bug may require urgent in-
tervention in one context and be easily 
deferred or worked around in another 
context. 

Testers interview bugs all the time. 
Testers build up information to help de-
cide which bugs to fix and which bugs to 
keep. They collect basic information in a 
bug-tracking system: When did it occur? 
What version of the software was being 
used? What operating system? What 
build, locale, state of the database, and 
state of the system? What else was going 
on at the same time? Testers ask ques-
tions about the specifics that exposed the 
problem: Does it happen all the time? 
What steps could reproduce it? What 
other tests related to the problem have 
been done and what were the results? 
Other questions relate to the condition 
of the bug: What is the severity? What 
is the consequence of not fixing the 
problem? How much damage has the 
bug caused?

I consider the following three sources 
of context information about the bug 
before taking action:

Business context: Why is the bug of 
importance to our business? What would 
the impact be if the bug were not fixed? 
Would workarounds be acceptable? 

Technical context: Are there any spe-
cial technical concerns about the bug? Is 
it in our code? Do we depend on a third 
party? Could fixing this bug break some-
thing else?

Organization context: Was the issue 
reported as part of testing or from the 
field? Will there be further levels of 
testing downstream? Can we gracefully 

update the client after deployment? Do 
we have access to developers who can 
fix it?

Exploration and 
Observation—Learn 
More About It

After the interview the triage nurse 
performs some medical tests to learn 
more about the patient’s condition. The 
triage nurse checks body temperature, 
blood pressure, and fetal heart rate and 
does some basic blood and fluid tests. 
These test results combine with inter-
view and preliminary assessment data to 
help guide decision making. When con-
ditions are uncertain, the triage nurse 
will monitor the patient for a few hours. 
Monitoring uses different medical testing 
techniques, such as ultrasounds, to help 
observe emergent behaviors before a 
medical course of action is taken.

Sometimes I need more information 
before deciding what to do with a bug. 

I may assign a tester to further inves-
tigate the problem or to work directly 
with developers to get a better under-
standing of the bug. Exploratory testing 
around the problem area can be used to 
gather additional data to help guide deci-
sions. Are there other ways to trigger the 
bug? Are there other emergent behaviors 
associated with the problem?

I encourage testers to capture data 
about the software being tested and to 
observe the environment in which the 
software is running. It may be important 
to measure how much CPU capacity is 
being used by the application under test. 
How fast is the application responding 
to requests? Do we have basic data in-
tegrity? How are systems resources con-
sumed?

I also want to confirm that other parts 
of the application work well enough to 
handle typical transactions. When a bug 
shows up in one area of the software, 
it is important to confirm quickly that 
other parts of the code or data are still 
working.

Taking Action—
Getting Things 
Done

Three outcomes may result from 
labor triage: The mother is admitted, ob-
served, or sent home. 
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The triage nurse has access to es-
tablished medical protocols to help her 
decide appropriate actions based on the 
data collected during the preliminary as-
sessment, interview, and clinical obser-
vations. The protocols are described in a 
clear one-page format in which the pre-
senting condition, key context drivers, 
and recommended course of action are 
all spelled out. The triage nurse does not 
rely on the protocol manual when faced 
with the day-to-day realities of labor 
triage. She is in the hot seat and must 
react to the realities of the situations 
with which she is confronted. She must 
act. She must combine her experience 
and knowledge on the fly.

I triage bugs to determine one of three 
possible outcomes: Fix it now, fix it later, 
or do not fix it.

I want to make sure all bug triage de-
cisions are influenced by business, tech-
nical, and testing factors. I have never 
been able to put together a crisp series 
of protocols such as those used in labor 
triage. I make sure that a small team of 
stakeholders makes decisions about bug 
priority. I like to involve a product man-
ager who advocates for the customer, a 
development lead who is aware of the 

technical risks of the project, and a test 
lead who is driving the testing initiative 
of the project. Generally the test lead 
provides objective information about the 
bug from the preliminary assessment, in-
terview, and exploration steps. The team 
weighs business and technical concerns 
in order to come up with a decision 
about the bug. 

This final decision draws upon all of 
the information gathered so far. I find 
bug triage teams work best when the 
team is 100 percent in sync regarding 
the purpose of the project. Why are we 
doing this project? What are the key 
business issues? What are the technical 
challenges? What value does this project 
offer and to whom? If team members are 
in “value sync,” then they will be better 
able to make difficult decisions.

I ask the team to consider these im-
portant questions for each bug: What 
is the benefit of fixing the bug? What is 
the consequence of not fixing the bug? 
I also want to make sure they consider 
the reverse: What is the consequence of 
fixing the bug? What is the benefit of 
not fixing the bug? The team considers 
the tradeoffs related to fixing the bug or 
leaving it in there.

Quantifying PAIN
The triage nurse has many 
interesting methods to help 
quantify factors of the pregnancy 
that would otherwise be very 
difficult to describe. One tool 
is a color-coded pain scale that 
includes a range of shades of 
red presented from light red to 
very dark red. The color system 
is used when patients are asked 
to describe their level of pain. 
Although this does not give an 
absolute measure, it is very 
effective in helping patients 
communicate when pain levels 
are increasing or decreasing as 
time progresses or as a result of 
different medical interventions.

Quantifying SEVERITY
One of my most difficult problems 
is trying to find a meaningful way 
to quantify the severity of a bug. 
How much damage could the bug 
cause? I have used many schemes 
over the years, and on a recent 
project I took the labor triage 
pain scale to a customer site. 
Developers, testers, and product 
managers would point to the 
shade of red associated with a bug 
to indicate the severity. This let us 
immediately see disagreements 
between project stakeholders, 
which subsequently led to better 
understanding. We also could see 
the relative severity of different 
bugs. Color coding severity may 
appear subjective but it definitely 
helped us focus and communicate 
more effectively!
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final Words
In Dynamics of Software Development, Jim McCarthy suggests that 
project teams should “triage ruthlessly” to make all decisions that 
shape a product. Although they are dramatically different domains, 

labor triage offers a lot of valuable lessons that we can apply to software testing 
projects. Testers can model some of their workflow based on the stages and activities 
the triage nurse uses to guide decisions. 

Just as a labor triage nurse must know when to send a patient home, when to 
start treatment, and when more knowledge is needed, the tester should learn to de-
cide which bugs to fix, which bugs to keep, and when to get more information before 
making a decision. Triage helps testers react and adapt to the critical context drivers 
on our testing projects and helps us focus on delivering the value that makes a dif-
ference. {end}

PATIENT ADVoCACy IN 
TRIAgE NURsINg
All expectant mothers do not need the 
same blend of tests, interventions, and 
medical care. The triage nurse does not 
just kick off processes. The triage nurse 
also actively represents the patient to the 
other practitioners called upon to consult 
or act in the case. The triage nurse gives 
other medical professionals a heads up on 
the upcoming delivery. The triage nurse 
communicates the relative urgency of 
the patient’s situation and ensures that 
everyone knows what may be required. 
In many ways the triage nurse must be 
aware of the work required by all medical 
professionals involved in the delivery 
process. Miscommunication can result 
in serious and potentially fatal problems. 
Triage nurses cannot exaggerate situations 
to draw too much attention to a case. To 
succeed the triage nurse must be credible. 
Consistency in objectively identifying the 
severity and priority of the case leads to 
this credibility. This earned credibility then 
triggers people to prepare and act based 
on the request of the triage nurse. Without 
credibility the triage nurse would be 
ineffective because nobody would listen.

BUg ADVoCACy IN 
TEsTINg
Testers without credibility find it difficult 
to influence projects. Testers build 
credibility in many ways. Testers should 
not exaggerate the potential impact of 
bugs, nor should they trivialize bugs. 
Testers can advocate bugs effectively by 
consistently providing clear and objective 
input about the issue being described. 
Testers should anticipate the type of 
information needed by all members of the 
development team. Just showing that the 
bug exists may be insufficient. Testers can 
provide information that may be useful in 
evaluating the priority of the bug, such as 
the consequence to the user community if 
the problem is not corrected. Testers can 
provide information that may be useful to 
the developer such as the technical state 
of the application and actions that took 
place before the bug was observed. The 
tester can anticipate the type of questions 
that may arrive from the help desk or 
customer support departments. The tester 
can provide a pithy summary of the bug, 
which helps non-technical executive 
stakeholders understand the nature of the 
concern.
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I
n seeking to improve how we develop software, we continually inspect 

and adapt. While thinking recently about the characteristics of the ideal 

team member, we found similarities between the best-performing soft-

ware teams of today and the Knights of the Round Table. Robert Goulet, 

as Lancelot in ye olde movie Camelot, sang:  

“A knight of the Table Round should be invincible,

Succeed where a less fantastic man would fail.

Climb a wall no one else can climb,

Cleave a dragon in record time,

Swim a moat in a coat of heavy iron mail.

No matter the pain, he ought to be unwinceable.

Impossible deeds should be his daily fare.”

While we do not think our team members need to be able to cleave a dragon in re-

cord time and most would look strange in a coat of heavy iron mail, we do think the 

ancient code of chivalry serves as an excellent code of conduct for team members on 

today’s complex software projects. Our demons are no longer dragons, fair maidens 

in distress, or a wicked cousin (next in line for the throne!). Yet, certainly, given the 

schedules that many are asked to meet, impossible deeds are often our daily fare.

Hang on—before you think we’re crazy or that we’ve spent too much time watching 

Robin Hood: Men in Tights, allow us a moment to plead our case. Ancient knights 

were chosen as much for their personal traits as for their strength and agility. We 

suspect you hire team members as much for their personal traits as for their tech-

nical knowledge and experience. We prefer team members who are dependable, com-

municate well, are flexible in their preference for technologies or tools, generous in 

sharing their time with others, and loyal to the team are preferable. In fact, many of 

the sought-after attributes for knighthood in “auld times” are still desirable in team 

members today.
	 www.StickyMinds.com	 MAY 2008	 BETTER SOFTWARE 	 33
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the team works collaboratively to solve 
problems, individual fame evaporates 
and is instead shared among team mem-
bers. For some this is a difficult transi-
tion. 

Justice
Seek always the path of “right,” un-

encumbered by bias or personal interest. 
Recognize that the sword of justice can 
be a terrible thing, so it must be tempered 
by humanity and mercy. If the “right” you 
see agrees with others, and you seek it out 
without bending to the temptation for ex-
pediency, then you will earn renown be-
yond measure.

Ruby on Rails is currently a hot tech-
nology, so Mike wasn’t surprised to see 
it in use at one of his client sites. What 
did surprise him was that this particular 
client was using Ruby—it had used and 
was still using Java for all its other de-
velopment work. A number of Java sys-
tems built over the past five years, new 
projects beginning in Java, and one new 
project in Ruby on Rails seemed an odd 
combination. After a bit of questioning 
it became apparent why the new project 
had been started in Ruby on Rails, and 
the reason is one that underlies too 
many technology decisions—the project 
was being done in Rails because the two 
senior developers on that project wanted 
to add Rails experience to their résumés. 
Any doubts about this evaporated six 
months after the project started when 
one of the senior programmers left for a 
shiny new Rails job.

Someone who always seeks the right 
path for a project, unencumbered by 
personal interests or bias, is definitely 
someone we would want as a team 
member.

Loyalty
Be known for unwavering commitment 

to the people and ideals you choose to live 
by. There are many places where compro-
mise is expected; loyalty is not amongst 
them.

A team member displays loyalty in a 
number of ways. You need to believe in 
the principles and goals your team has 
agreed to follow. If your team has chosen 
to do a daily build and to never go home 
while the build is broken, you must be 
loyal to this precept. You must be loyal 
to your fellow team members even in 
times of stress or conflict. A team can 

only be self-organizing when each team 
member freely gives information and as-
sistance to other team members without 
a need for personal gain. True belief and 
loyalty in the development ideals you 
choose to live by must never be waived. 

Loyalty to our customers and stake-
holders is also important. As developers 
we give the business control over pri-
orities. As team members we must stay 
loyal to these objectives and not think we 
know better or make our own judgment 
on what the business “really needs.” 

Courage
Being a knight often means choosing 

the more difficult path, the personally 
expensive one. Be prepared to make per-
sonal sacrifices in service of the precepts 
and people you value. At the same time, a 
knight should seek wisdom to see that stu-
pidity and courage are cousins. Courage 
also means taking the side of truth in all 
matters, rather than seeking the expedient 
lie. Seek the truth whenever possible, but 
remember to temper justice with mercy, or 
the pure truth can bring grief.

It can sometimes be difficult for a 
team member to be the bearer of bad 
news. No one wants to admit at a daily 
stand up that he needs assistance. Martin 
recalls the first time he needed to seek 
help from his team:

“I had just been exposed to object-
oriented programming after a decade 
of procedural programming on main-
frames. I was struggling and needed 
help. However, a feeling of guilt and 
failure came over me in the daily stand 
up, discouraging me from expressing 
my problem to the team. I tried to avoid 
asking with delay tactics and some dodgy 
procedural programming hacks. Even-
tually, when I did ask, I was pleasantly 
surprised with the reactions of my team 
members. People congratulated me for 
saving days on the project by expressing 
my problem quickly so that a resolution 
could be found and acted on by the team 
instead of burning money in a solo ef-
fort that would most likely have ended 
in failure.” 

It takes courage to tell your team-
mates you need help. Such courage 
should be encouraged, because by 
speaking openly you are seeking the best 
results for the team.

Courage is also required when 
speaking with clients or management. 

It was with this thought in mind that 
we mounted our trusty steeds (Firefox) 
and visited our magical search engine, 
Merlin (aka Google), on a quest to 
discover the exact code of chivalry by 
which ancient knights lived. What we 
found was that there was no single an-
cient code—ancient knights and authors 
described knightly virtues differently. 
However, the various ancient codes were 
combined and updated into a modern 
code of chivalry in 1997 by Brian Price, 
an expert in medieval history. 

In Price’s modern rendering of the 
ancient code we believe we’ve found the 
Holy Grail of desirable attributes for 
today’s chivalrous team members. We 
start each of the following sections with 
one of the ten virtues described in Price’s 
modern code of chivalry.

Prowess
To seek excellence in all endeavors ex-

pected of a knight, martial and otherwise, 
seeking strength to be used in the service 
of justice, rather than in personal aggran-
dizement.

We’d certainly like to work with 
team members who seek excellence in 
all endeavors. Before Mike began his ca-
reer as a consultant, his main criterion in 
deciding whether to join a company or 
team was whether there were individuals 
on that team from whom he could learn. 
Not only does being around others who 
pursue excellence in their endeavors pro-
vide learning opportunities but it also 
pushes each of us to be our best. If we 
know that our team’s DBA is writing 
sloppy code in the database because he 
doesn’t think this product will be around 
for the long term, then we, too, are more 
likely to write sloppy code.

Of course, if excellence is sought 
solely for the sake of personal gain, 
then it does not benefit the team. The 
ideal team member is one who seeks ex-
cellence because it helps the team as a 
whole. 

Prowess extends to resolving prob-
lems that are “not mine.” This should be 
done not for fame but for the betterment 
of the product. Martin has observed that 
often when a team starts to work to-
gether more collaboratively, some of the 
stronger subject matter experts struggle 
to become part of the team. Strong sub-
ject matter experts are used to acquiring 
fame for resolving difficult problems. As 
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Nobility
Seek great stature of character by 

holding to the virtues and duties of a 
knight, realizing that though the ideals 
cannot be reached, the quality of striving 
towards them ennobles the spirit, growing 
the character from dust towards the 
heavens. Nobility also has the tendency to 
influence others, offering a compelling ex-
ample of what can be done in the service of 
rightness.

Teams usually take their first steps to-
ward agility in one of two ways: They 
focus on learning to work in short, 
timeboxed iterations, or they focus 
on learning a couple of new technical 
practices, such as pair programming, 
emphasizing automated unit testing, or 
doing test-driven development. These 
initial steps often lead to great results 
that should serve as the basis for be-
coming more agile. Unfortunately, we 
see too many teams stop after this first 
success. They forget that part of being 
agile is continuously improving. Agile 
teams, like ancient knights, should strive 
to reach ideals—perfect, bug-free code 
every time—even though they know they 
can never succeed.

Teams must remain noble when 
trying to influence others in adopting 
agile. Forceful exertion of beliefs does 
not work. Self-awareness and empathy 
are the skills we must master. In order to 
influence others, you must begin by un-
derstanding how people feel, their per-
spectives on the topic, and what factors 

are influencing their decisions. While 
empathizing, we must strive not 

to preach, bully, nag, or belabor 
a point. Influencing others 

occurs through a bond of 
respect to one another, a 
sharing of goals, and a 
strong sense of conviction 
toward achieving those 
goals. Attaining these skills 
requires constant effort. 

Largesse
Be generous in so far as 

your resources allow; lar-
gesse used in this way coun-

ters gluttony. It also makes the 
path of mercy easier to discern 

when a difficult decision of justice is 
required.
Who hasn’t worked with the col-

league who gave freely of his or her 
time, patiently answering our questions, 
and showing how things should be done? 
This type of mentor—whether senior to 
us in the organization or not—can have 
tremendous influence. Not only do we 
learn skills from such a colleague but we 
also learn the value of mentoring and 
repay that kindness by mentoring others 
ourselves. 

Sadly, many of us have also worked 
with the colleague who refused to share 
his time or expertise—the gruff coworker 
who clings tightly to his knowledge of 
how to change the transaction date on 
processed data records, following his 
unstated rule that unshared knowledge 
leads to job security.

Which of these individuals did you 
prefer working with? How would you 
like your coworkers to think of you? Be 
generous as far as your knowledge and 
experience allow.

Defense
The ideal knight was sworn by oath to 

defend his liege lord and those who de-
pended upon him. Seek always to defend 
your nation, your family, and those to 
whom you believe worthy of loyalty.

Though ancient knights may have 
willingly given their lives to defend their 
liege lords, we’re unwilling to suggest 
that modern-day software chivalry calls 
for a team member to be willing to die in 
defense of his CEO. In this modern age 
team members instead need to defend 
their applications vigilantly. Applica-

For too long we have deceived our 
clients by saying progress was 
steady, when in truth deliver-
ables could not be met on 
time or on budget. In the 
past we continued blindly, 
hoping to “catch up” but 
inevitably failing our 
clients. The courage in 
giving a true and honest 
reflection of progress (ve-
locity) will be rewarded 
as you are supplying the 
client with the ability to 
change perception, scope, 
and so on in enough time 
to achieve success.

Faith
A knight must have faith in his 

beliefs, for faith roots him and gives 
hope against the despair that human 
failings create.

Every team member needs to have 
faith in the scope accepted into an itera-
tion and in the goals and development 
principles of the agile methodology in 
general. Expressing dissatisfaction after 
the planning meeting and continually at-
tempting to railroad the iteration via a 
series of interruptions will have a very 
negative influence on achieving the goals 
set. Faith in all decisions made in itera-
tion planning is needed, which is why 
it is so important to seek consensus. 
Doubts should be noted and revisited in 
the retrospective where success will be 
inspected and, based on team dialogue, 
adaptations may be required going for-
ward.

Agile can be effectively implemented 
only when all team members have com-
plete belief in the processes.  Martin 
found himself in a difficult situation 
when he left a first iteration planning 
meeting with a team member clearly not 
happy about using agile techniques. This 
individual predicted failure of the agile 
process and was quite public in voicing 
that opinion.

The iteration was railroaded and a lot 
of Martin’s time was spent doing damage 
control, resolving the rifts that this vocal 
negativity wrought within the organiza-
tion. This experience underscores not only 
the importance of consensus when a team 
decides on its beliefs but also the strength 
of faith a team needs to have in its pro-
cess when that process is challenged.
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World-class quality does not happen in a 
vacuum. Agile-inspired collaboration spans 

levels, disciplines, and industries. 

tions are frequently under siege from de-
caying code, schedule pressure that leads 
to sloppiness, and budget constraints. 
Rather than fight these modern-day 
dragons with lances, broadswords, and 
axes, today’s chivalrous team member 
relies on automated testing, test-driven 
development, refactoring, working 
at a sustainable pace, and other agile 
weapons. 

The products we build can in turn 
be used as weapons in defense of our 
users. When developing software, spare 
a thought for the end-users and how ef-
fective they can be at their jobs. What is 
the end result of the infamous suggestion 
of a “manual work around?” To achieve 
an effective working relationship with 
users, our perspectives and relationships 
with them must change. 

Humility
Value first the contributions of others; 

do not boast of your own accomplishments, 
let others do this for you. Tell the deeds of 
others before your own, according them the 
renown rightfully earned through virtuous 

deeds. In this way the office of knighthood 
is well done and glorified, helping not only 
the gentle spoken of but also all who call 
themselves knights.

Humility is a very strong element 
in any transition to agile. An effective 
team with a strong collaborative style 
does not have room for large egos. Team 
members seek satisfaction by experi-
encing how their achievements (however 
small) can combine into a continually 
improving product. Chivalrous team 
members frequently ask, “How has my 
accomplishment today enabled other 
members of my team to complete related 
tasks?” Regular releases to users provide 
another sense of satisfaction when users 
are able to do some business function 
they couldn’t previously do.

Franchise
Seek to emulate everything I have 

spoken of as sincerely as possible, not for 
the reason of personal gain but because it 
is right. Do not restrict your exploration 
to a small world, but seek to infuse every 
aspect of your life with these qualities. 

Should you succeed in even a tiny measure 
then you will be well remembered for your 
quality and virtue.

The benefits of adhering to the prin-
ciples underlying agile software develop-
ment can be applied in other walks of 
life. We are aware of or have used the 
principles of transparency, short time-
boxes, measurable progress, rapid feed-
back, and increased communication in 
planning a wedding, renovating a res-
taurant, running a sports club, and man-
aging a child’s school work.

Whether you have dragons to cleave, 
maidens to rescue, or simply deadlines 
and budgets to meet, working daily in 
ways that exhibit the ten knightly virtues 
is sure to help your team accomplish 
these once-impossible deeds. {end}
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Agile development employs more oral 
communication, feedback, and in-
teraction than traditional develop-

ment. Instead of creating written require-
ments specifications, a customer simply 
tells the developer what the requirements 
are. A customer and a developer may sit 
together to create a graphical user inter-
face. A customer and a tester may sketch 
the acceptance tests for a user story on a 
whiteboard, rather than create a formal 
test document. 

Developers and testers who have 
worked in a traditional environment 
may struggle to adapt to these more in-
teractive relationships. To help with the 
transition, this article presents a few im-
portant topics regarding communication 
including personality types, communi-
cation styles, active listening, the Satir 
interaction model, exchange of tokens, 
and communication modes. 

Personality Types and 
Communication Styles 

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
(MBTI) is an instrument that describes 
individual preferences for using energy, 
processing information, making deci-
sions, and relating to the external world. 
These preferences result in a four-letter 
“type” that can be helpful in under-
standing different personalities. The 
personality types exhibit different ways 
in which people communicate and how 
you might best communicate with those 
types (see the StickyNotes for a list of 
communication strategies for each type 
and a test to determine your own type). 

You may have taken an MBTI test 
in the past. For those who haven’t, here 
is a basic outline of the MBTI’s four 
preferences. Each preference has two 
endpoints. As an introduction (or a re-
view) let’s see how each of these prefer-

ences might be reflected when a person 
is going to lunch. 

The first preference describes the 
source of your energy—introvert or ex-
trovert. An introvert draws energy inter-
nally, from his own thoughts and ideas. 
An extrovert draws energy from interac-
tions with others. The extrovert might 
ask everybody if they want to go to 
lunch. The introvert may prefer having 
lunch by himself. 

How one processes information is 
the next preference—sensing or intui-
tive. A sensing person is visual and fact 
oriented, while an intuitive person is 
open and instinctual. When an intuitive 
person looks at a menu, he tries to get a 
general idea of the type of food and the 
price range. The sensing person might 
read every line of the menu before de-
ciding if he wants to eat there. 

Decision making is the third prefer-
ence—thinking or feeling. The thinking 
person uses logic and standards in 
making decisions. A feeling person is 
more concerned with feelings and per-
sonal relationships when making a deci-
sion. The thinking person might figure 
out which restaurant is the closest or 
which one has the cheapest food. The 
feeling person might suggest not going to 
a particular restaurant because someone 
in the group recently ended a relation-
ship there. 

The fourth preference—judging or 
perceiving—deals with how an indi-
vidual relates to the external world. 
The judging individual is organized and 
structured. The perceiving person is 
spontaneous and flexible. The judging 
person has the lunch date in his Outlook 
calendar. The group will be leaving pre-
cisely at 12:00. The perceiving individual 
may make the lunch date on the spur of 
the moment. If it is around noon some-
time, he’s OK with that. 

When you’re communicating with 
another person, you will have an easier 
time if you know his MBTI type. But 
since most people do not wear their 
MBTI classification on their lapels (ex-
cept for some particular groups), it’s 
important to appreciate that each of us 
looks at the world differently. 

So how do you communicate when 
you are a different type from the other 
person? The first thing to do is acknowl-
edge those different types. To assume 
that another person is being recalcitrant 
because he wants to do something his 
way is not a useful step toward commu-
nicating. Adapting your communication 
processes to appeal to both styles would 
acknowledge the legitimacy of the other 
person’s style. 

Often group decision-making pro-
cesses assume everyone will speak out. 
The extrovert asks, “So what does ev-
erybody think about this? Let’s hear 
from you.” The introvert may not give 
immediate answers. He may be pon-
dering the ramifications of his answer 
before contributing it. You could try 
procedures that may appeal to intro-
verts. For example, instead of asking for 
oral responses, you could have everyone 
write down ideas on index cards or post-
it notes. Place the cards up on a board in 
clusters of related ideas. Now each per-
son’s voice has been heard. 

As a side note to individual brain-
storming, I’d like to interject the notion 
of “throwing the cards on the table.” 
In communicating ideas, we often get 
hung up on our own ideas. We may feel 
that we need to promote or protect the 
ideas that we have suggested. One way 
to avoid this is to adopt the concept of 
“throwing the cards on the table.” After 
ideas are generated in the individual 
brainstorming, the index cards are liter-
ally thrown on the table. The originator’s 

"To assume that another person is being recalcitrant 

because he wants to do something his way is not a useful 

step toward communicating."



	 www.StickyMinds.com	 MAY 2008	 BETTER SOFTWARE 	 41

identity is lost (at least theoretically). 
Each idea then can be considered on its 
own merits, not on the relative status of 
the originator. The best ideas often are 
compilations of many ideas that have 
been thrown on the table. 

Another example of introvert/extro-
vert interaction is in estimating the time 
needed to implement a requirements 
story. Often an extrovert will start by 
announcing a value. Introverts can ap-
pear to acquiesce to that value, since 
they may be internally analyzing that 
value as well as others. The Planning 
Poker game allows introverts to have the 
means to ponder their responses. In Plan-
ning Poker, each estimator has a deck of 
cards with various values on them. To 
estimate a story, each person selects a 
card with his estimate and places it on 
the table face down. When everyone has 
chosen a card, the cards are flipped over. 
If the individual estimates are far apart, 
the estimators briefly discuss their differ-
ences. The estimators listen to the discus-
sion to see if it alters their estimate. Each 
person then selects a card with his new 
estimate, and the cards are again flipped 
over. The process continues for a few 
rounds until there is either convergence 
on an estimate or an agreement that the 
effort required to implement the story is 
difficult to estimate or unknown.

There are many other areas in which 
differences in styles may lead to prob-
lems in communication. For example, 
in many agile environments, story cards 
capture requirements. Each card in-
cludes a brief description of the require-
ment and an estimate of the effort to 
completely implement the requirement. 
Judgers might want preprinted tem-
plates for these story cards and a check 
that each card has been completely filled 
in. Perceivers may be happy with blank 
cards. The brief description can satisfy 

intuitive people, while sensing people 
may want more details recorded on the 
cards. 

The differences between the styles of 
judging types who prefer exactness and 
perceiving types who are comfortable 
with inexactness often emerge with dif-
ferent ways to track time estimates and 
progress on the completion of the story 
card implementation. The time needed 
to implement a requirement story is 
commonly estimated in story points. 
Story points represent the relative effort 
to complete a story rather than absolute 
time. To emphasize that story points 
do not correspond to exact times, the 
values they can take are usually limited 
to those in a Fibonacci series (i.e., 1, 2, 
3, 5, 8, 13, …). The time to complete 
a story is estimated based on velocity 
(approximate number of story points 
that can be implemented per iteration). 
While perceiving types are comfortable 
with that inexactness, judging types 
may prefer actual day or hour values. 
During the planning for an iteration, the 
tasks required to implement each story 
are typically estimated in hours. Having 
two levels of estimates—story points for 
rough estimates and hours for detailed 
estimates on tasks—can help satisfy both 
personality types. 

Progress of story completion can be 
communicated in ways that suit both 
intuitive and sensing types. Agile teams 
commonly track progress of stories on a 
large board called the storyboard. The 
movement and location of the require-
ment story cards on the storyboard 
demonstrates the progress. An intuitive 
type can get a picture of progress with 
just a quick glance at the board. Sensing 
types typically prefer seeing a numerical 
tracking mechanism, such as a spread-
sheet. Using the spreadsheet, they may 
create intricate measures of progress 
using graphs or formulas. Updating a 
storyboard and entering the details into 
a data-manipulation program usually 
can satisfy the communication needs of 
both types. 

Active Listening 
When you gather information that 

is presented orally, you can practice ac-
tive listening. Active listening focuses on 
understanding what the other person is 

saying and giving feedback on how well 
you understand. Clear your mind and 
focus on what the speaker is saying, not 
on what you are going to say next. You 
are not trying to have a debate; you are 
trying to understand. 

If you follow what the other person 
is saying, periodically signal your un-
derstanding with either an oral response 
such as, “I understand” or a body lan-
guage response such as nodding. Never 
pretend to follow if you really don’t 
comprehend what the speaker is saying. 
If you don’t understand, ask the speaker 
to expand or clarify. Simply make a re-
quest, such as “Can you give me an 
example?” when you feel the need for 
more clarity, or simply say, “I’m not fol-
lowing you.” 

In gathering requirements or per-
forming root-cause analysis, you might 
employ the “Five Whys.” The Five Whys 
suggests you ask a speaker “Why?” five 
times in a row. For example, if he states, 
“I like the Dallas Cowboys,” you ask, 
“Why?” When he responds, “Because 
they’re a great football team,” you ask, 
“Why?” And repeat this process until 
he gets down to the real reason, “They 
have the best cheerleaders.” However, 
asking “Why?” can put the speaker in 
a defensive mode. What you want is for 
the speaker to reflect and expand on his 
thoughts. So when he says, “I like the 
Dallas Cowboys,” you could respond, 
“Tell me more.” Once you have the in-
formation gained from active listening, 
then you may want to ask the “Whys” 
to help you better understand the re-
quirement and its purpose. 

An accompaniment to active listening 
is active writing. When taking notes, 
many people just write them on a pad 
of paper. The speaker does not get any 
feedback from you as to what you are 
capturing. You could be writing down 
the groceries that you want to buy at the 
store later. 

With active writing, you use a 
whiteboard or a flip chart to record 
your notes. Those who want to save 
paper can write on a whiteboard and 
later capture its contents with a digital 
camera. Having your writing visible to 
the speaker makes apparent your un-
derstanding of his words. It also helps 
control the pace of the discussion. If you 
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haven’t finished capturing a statement, 
the speaker can see that, pause, and wait 
for you to catch up. The speaker also 
gets immediate feedback that you have 
captured his ideas correctly. 

Satir Interaction Model
Often we do our best to communi-

cate with each other, and yet misun-
derstanding remains. Virginia Satir’s 
Interaction Model helps to explain why 
misunderstandings occur. 

The Satir Interaction Model has four 
phases. The first is observation—what 
you see and hear. For example, my wife 
sees a pile of dirty clothes next to the 
laundry basket. The second phase is 
interpretation—the meaning you apply 
to your observation. She interprets the 
pile of clothes as my being inconsiderate, 
as the family rule is to put clothes to be 
washed in the basket. The third phase 
is significance—the “weight” you as-
sign to the interpretation. She assigns a 
rather heavy weight to my apparently in-
considerate action. The final stage is the 
response—what you do about the signif-
icance of the interpretation. She directs 
a well-deserved (in her mind) remark to 
me about my inconsiderate action.

Now, reflect on an alternative se-
quence. She observes the pile of clothes. 
Her interpretation is that she is curious 
why I have violated a family rule that is 
so important to her. She assigns it a high 
significance and asks me for an explana-
tion. I explain that I had been working 
in the woods and that the clothes have 
poison ivy on them. I did not put them 
in the laundry basket because I was 
going to wash them separately. With 
that information, the significance and 
her response change considerably. 

When you observe a team member 
doing something that has a negative 
impact on you, start your conversation 
with him by stating in neutral terms 
your observation. Often the person may 
not even be aware of the action you ob-
served. Then, ask for his interpretation. 
The person may have been aware of 
his action and done it for reasons that 
seemed reasonable to him. You can then 
describe your own interpretation and 
the significance you place on your obser-
vation. 

For example, you may observe your 

colleague not checking his code into the 
repository at the end of the day. You 
could interpret that inaction as your col-
league does not care for the team, attach 
significance to that interpretation, and 
make a heated response to him. Instead 
start by simply stating your observa-
tion—code not checked in. Then ask for 
his explanation. You may find that he 
got an emergency call to pick up his kids 
from school or some other crisis. 

Exchange of Tokens
Communication is an exchange of 

tokens. The tokens or words we use in 
either written or oral communication 
have subtle differences in meanings. For 
example, how often is the ball kicked 
in football? It depends on your frame 
of reference. People with a background 
in American football might respond the 
ball is kicked only a few times per game. 
Others might say, all the time, because 
that’s how one moves the ball in the 
sport that Americans call soccer.

There also are greater differences in 
meaning. For example, the connota-
tions of “done” and “I’ll have that for 
you tomorrow” vary widely. When 
you hear a developer say a feature is 
“done,” do you interpret that as a) the 
code compiles, b) the feature passes the 
programmer’s tests, c) the feature passes 
the tester’s test, or d) the customer has 
accepted the feature? Ask this question 
of your development team and see if all 
members respond with the same answer.

If someone says “I’ll have that for you 
tomorrow,” does that mean a) first thing 
in the morning, b) sometime during the 

Virginia Satir was a family 

therapist. As she became involved 

with other larger systems—

organizations, communities, and 

countries—she realized that, in 

many cases, these systems were 

like big dysfunctional families, so 

she started to apply family therapy 

to them.

Virginia Satir also created the 

“Change Process Model” to 

help families process change. 

This model has been applied to 

organizations to help them deal 

with change, such as a traditional 

development group switching to 

agile development. The change 

model specifies a series of 

stages in how people respond 

to a change. In initial status quo 

stage, people are in the current 

familiar situation. When a foreign 

element (the change) occurs, such 

as the introduction of agility, then 

a state of chaos ensues. Chaos 

reigns until a transforming idea 

or ideas emerge, such as those 

coming from retrospectives. Then 

the integration stage begins as 

the ideas become embedded into 

the process. When the ideas are 

assimilated, the group is in the 

new status quo stage. See the 

StickyNotes for more information 

on the Satir Change Process 

Model.
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day, c) by the time he leaves work, or d) 
at least one second before midnight? 

When someone says “I’ll try,” what 
are your expectations of how hard? Will 
he try a) until death takes over, b) until 
he is exhausted, or c) until his fingers are 
cramped? What are your expectations 
of how long? Will he keep it up a) until 
the task is complete, b) until something 
more pressing comes along, or c) until 
he gets bored? 

With all of these different meanings, 
how do you avoid misunderstanding 
“I’ll try to have that done for you to-
morrow?” Ask about, and then agree 
on, the interpretation of these commu-
nication tokens. If the meanings are too 
embedded in people’s minds and not 
easily subject to change (for example, 
the connotation of “done”), then create 
some new shared tokens with different 
meanings (such as “code done,” “tests 
done,” and “customer done”; or “done,” 
“done-done,” and “done-done-done”).

Communication Modes 
Active communication involves 

talking—usually face-to-face. Passive 
communication employs documents. 
Active communication involves two or 
more people working on the same task, 
such as discussing at a whiteboard or 
programming as a pair. Active commu-
nication is usually oral but also includes 
body movements and hand gestures. As 
much as we like to communicate orally, 
it is not necessarily the most effective 
means of communication for everyone. 
Some people read more effectively than 
they listen. For them, creating a docu-

ment is not done for documentation’s 
sake. It’s using the document to enhance 
communication. 

If someone has trouble receiving oral 
communication, write the information 
down on a whiteboard and take a pic-
ture. Sensing/judging people often need 
more detailed information that follows a 
particular format. For example, a written 
use case that details a requirement story 
can help satisfy these needs. 

In communicating, keep it simple. 
Developers often like to draw diagrams 
to explain a design. A diagram can il-
luminate how code modules relate to 
each other more easily than text. When 
many symbols are added, simplicity can 
be lost. Some people fall in love with 
all the potential symbols contained in a 
particular notation, such as the Unified 
Modeling Language. I call them the sym-
bologists. Instead of using a small set of 
symbols and adding clarifying words, 
the symbologists want to use all of the 
correct symbols. The result is a diagram 
that they understand. Other people may 
need to decipher it by constantly refer-
ring to symbol descriptions. 

Some people prefer passive commu-
nications so they have time to absorb 
and reflect on the information. Others 
favor passive communication because 
they work best in silent contemplation. 
Their productivity decreases when they 
have to work in an environment filled 
with sound. Many agile teams work in 
bullpens, which often have a noisy at-
mosphere. Overhearing conversations, 
which happens in many XP environ-
ments, can be counterproductive for 

some people. If your team has individual 
cubicles, as well as a team space, those 
who work better in silence could have 
“In/Out” labels on their doors. If they 
are in their cubicles, they may put up 
the “In” label if they are available for 
interruption and put up the “Out” label 
when they are performing work that re-
quires concentration. 

Summary
To ensure good communication, com-

municate about your communication. 
Take the time to understand each other’s 
communication style. Talk about how 
you like to receive information, how 
much exactness and detail you require to 
be comfortable, and the meanings of the 
words you use. When gathering infor-
mation and having discussions, practice 
active listening and active writing. Use 
the Satir interaction model to help you 
analyze why misunderstandings occur. 
Be proactive about communications to 
avoid a “failure to communicate.” {end}

"Some people prefer passive communications so they have 

time to absorb and reflect on the information. Others 

favor passive communication because they work best in 

silent contemplation."



Web 2.0 BPM Suite
SUNNYVALE, CA—Vitria Technology, 
Inc. announces the release of  M3O, the 
industry’s first Web 2.0 BPM suite that 
empowers business users to directly 
model, manage, monitor, and optimize 
their business processes.   

Vitria also is introducing M3O’s Ex-
ception Manager, which utilizes all of 
M3O’s capabilities to automatically re-
solve process exceptions across the en-
terprise. Exception Manager is built on 
three generations of product knowledge 
in exception management and leverages 
the benefits of business-level modeling, 
policy-driven automated resolution, and 
standards-based technologies in a high 
performance, enterprise-class solution.

Visit www.vitria.com for more informa-
tion.

LISA 4
DALLAS—iTKO, Inc. announces en-
hanced native support for enterprise IT 
monitoring frameworks within the latest 
release of its LISA 4 testing and valida-
tion solution. The new, advanced test 
execution capabilities of LISA allow IT 

teams to generate events and transac-
tions that appear on the monitoring 
framework without the need to code a 
test harness. LISA can also become an 
agent that listens to the resulting metrics, 
making it an integral part of the enter-
prise’s application management process.

LISA already contains the ability to 
test and accept data for most common 
enterprise server and application metrics, 
such as JMX providers, SNMP data, and 
Windows Perfmon. LISA now ships with 
several out-of-the-box configurations for 
most major metrics providers and appli-
cation servers, such as BEA WebLogic, 
IBM WebSphere, TIBCO, and JBoss. 
LISA also allows extensions to capture 
proprietary metrics into test execution 
context.

Visit www.itko.com/lisa for more infor-
mation.

SaaS-Enabled Products
SAN MATEO, CA—Serena Software 
will offer three solutions via Software-as-
a-Service (SaaS): Serena Mariner (project 
and portfolio management), Serena busi-
ness mashups, and Serena agile lifecycle 

management tools. SaaS provides sig-
nificant benefits for companies—no in-
frastructure to manage, no software to 
install, faster time to value, and simple 
subscription pricing.

Serena Mariner provides total vis-
ibility into project status and metrics to 
ensure the right people are on the right 
projects at the right time, ultimately 
delivering more value to the business. 
Serena Mariner gives business analysts 
a way to manage their entire portfolio 
quickly and easily without creating un-
wieldy Excel spreadsheets. All Serena 
products delivered via SaaS will have 
published pricing and discount sched-
ules.

Serena Mashup Composer brings 
drag-and-drop ease of use to lower the 
barrier of entry to mashup development. 
Soon, for a monthly subscription fee, 
these mashups can be deployed and run 
on Serena’s on-demand mashup plat-
form.

Visit www.serena.com for additional in-
formation.
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Product Announcements

Rally End-to-End Solutions 
BOULDER, CO—Rally Software Devel-
opment Corp. announces enhancements 
to its products, online training center, 
and Web 2.0 portal, which enable cus-
tomers to adopt agile practices from 
product idea to delivery. In addition, 
new enterprise-ready integrations with 
products from traditional application 
lifecycle management (ALM) vendors—
including IBM, Microsoft, and HP—
help drive incremental agile adoption for 
organizations of all sizes.  

•	 Rally Release 2008.1 will include 
drag-and-drop ranking, task reor-
dering, defect suite roll-up status, 
enhanced release burndown 
charts, expanded revision history, 
acceptance test authoring and 
tracking, and international Web 
caches to further enhance perfor-
mance and server response times. 

•	 Agile University, an online center 
for public agile training courses, 
now has a new administrative 
system for agile trainers. New 
administrative functions allow a 
worldwide network of trainers to 

post and manage courses while 
taking advantage of full course 
coordination services. 

•	 Agile Commons, a rapidly 
growing Web 2.0 community for 
agile practitioners, includes fea-
ture requests that are prioritized 
and voted on by customers to 
drive collaboration, responsive-
ness, and innovation. Enhance-
ments to the Agile Commons 
platform include allowing read-
only status on feature requests, 
sorting by category, and allowing 
members to change their votes. 

Visit www.rallydev.com for more infor-
mation.

Squish 3.3
GERMANY—froglogic GmbH unveils 
version 3.3 of the automated GUI testing 
tool Squish. Squish supports creating 
and running automated GUI tests of ap-
plications based on a variety of user in-
terface technologies including Trolltech’s 
Qt toolkit, Java AWT/Swing/NetBeans, 
Java SWT/Eclipse RCP/JFaces, Web/

HTML/AJAX, and Mac OS X Carbon/
Cocoa. 

One of the new features of version 
3.3 is cross-technology support. While 
previous Squish versions worked exclu-
sively on one specific GUI technology, 
the new release enables the testing of 
hybrid GUI applications. For example, 
Squish tests can automate Win32 Active-
X controls embedded in Qt applications, 
Java applets, Flash, or Active-X compo-
nents embedded in a Web application, 
or mixed Java Swing/AWT and SWT/
Eclipse RCP applications. 

Other new features include dedicated 
support for interacting with Eclipse GEF 
elements (Squish for Java) and QGraph-
icsView items (Squish for Qt), support 
for testing Mac OS X Carbon/Cocoa 
GUI applications, support for testing 
Java applications started via Java Web 
Start, an integration into the Eclipse 
TPTP Framework, and several improve-
ments to enhance the tool’s ease of use 
and test maintenance.

Visit www.froglogic.com for additional 
information.



by Rick Craig

Motivate your staff. Testers who are excited and committed to the testing effort will be far more productive and 
effective than those who are not. New test managers should motivate their employees by showing them respect, 
asking their advice, giving them challenging assignments, providing meaningful training, rewarding their efforts, 
and banishing “zero defect” mentality.

Find a senior management mentor. A senior manager acting as a testing advocate for both you and your testing 
group can help obtain buy-in from other senior managers on the value of testing and its role in the entire organiza-
tion. Additionally, a senior management mentor can help grease the skids when test managers need assistance in 
budgeting, training, conflict resolution, etc.

Treat the developers like your customers. Test managers need to forge relationships with the developers, require-
ments specifiers, etc. Since we are measuring the quality of the product created by the developers, they, too, are 
interested in our results and should be treated as customers. Remember, when all is said and done, the developers 
and testers usually have the same goal: shipping a useful, high-quality product in a timely fashion.

Develop a strategy. Most people immediately think of a formal document when the word strategy is mentioned, 
and indeed that may be required. In other cases, however, the strategy might be notes on a whiteboard or simply 
a conversation. In strategy decisions, test managers should include all stakeholders—developers, users, testers, 
etc. Examples of strategy topics to discuss include: how to choose tests, how to determine relative risk, contingen-
cies, scheduling, staffing, CM, metrics used to measure testing status, effectiveness, etc.

Choose the metrics you need to manage testing, but don’t go overboard. Test managers need basic metrics to 
measure test effectiveness, status, resources, and the quality of the product being tested. Managers may very well 
determine that they need more metrics than these, but it is usually better to start simple and add metrics when 
their need is actually identified. Discontinue metrics that are currently being collected but are unused. 

Automate when possible, but don’t fall in love with your tools. Tools have the ability to make testing groups more 
effective and efficient and should be used when the need for these tools has been justified. The test manager 
should ensure that the tool helps him implement his strategy. The tendency to use a tool just because you bought 
it is not normally fruitful.

Measure the effectiveness of your testing. If a test manager complains of lack of time and/or resources for the 
testing effort, my first question is always “How effective is your testing?” New test managers should choose at 
least two different metrics—e.g., functional coverage, code coverage, DDP, and defect age—that help measure 
the effectiveness of the testing effort.

Invest in your test environments. Many new test managers will learn quickly that they spend an inordinate amount 
of time lobbying for resources for test environments and determining how to create and populate them, refresh 
them, etc. At the very least, this is inefficient. Some managers may even discover that the inaccuracies in their 
environment invalidate some of their testing or at least make the results suspect.

Get a “seat” on the Change Control Board (CCB). All too often, testers are omitted from the process of determin-
ing the relative effort to implement fixes. While testing, testers learn a great deal about the systems, and this 
insight is useful in determining the priority of fixes and enhancements. If your company has a formal CCB, the test 
manager should be a participant on the board. If there is no formal CCB, then the test manager should take part in 
the informal decision-making process of which bugs and enhancements should be given the highest priority.  

Continuously improve the way you test. Organizations are rarely static, so test managers should be committed to 
a continuous process improvement initiative. Any improvement initiatives should include participation by as many 
team members as possible. Needed improvements can be identified during post-project reviews or by using formal 
techniques like test point insertion.  
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they get it. More effective than 
lecturing, though, is continu-
ously asking questions to help 
them discover the answers. 
Questions like: How does this 
feature/objective fit with our 
company strategy? If it does 
not, do we need to modify our 
strategy? Does our prioritiza-
tion scheme match our busi-
ness priorities? Can we reach 
our market window?  

Another key to success: 
Don’t rescue your teams—but 
don’t let them flounder for too 
long, either. It can be difficult 
to know when the team needs 
more time to struggle toward 
a solution or needs you to add 
some leadership (not step in!). 
How do you know when to 
step up? Through your own 
experience and intuition. If 
you ask inquiring questions 
rather than tell the team what 
to do, you will maintain the 
integrity of its own problem-
solving process. So, when 
you get a sense that team 
members are thrashing, bring 
them together. Do not ask 
what’s wrong (this may pass 

The Last Word

When to Step Up, When to Step Back
by Pollyanna Pixton

Another key 

to success: 

Don’t rescue your 

teams—but don’t let 

them flounder for too 

long, either.  

From day one as a developer, 
I was asked by leaders to 
do things that I knew were 
a waste of time—keeping 
me from getting the “real” 
work done. When I became a 
project manager, those leaders 
continued wasting my time 
with questions such as: Where 
are we? When will we finish? 
How many errors are there? 
How much will it cost? But 
when I became the dreaded 
leader, it all became clear. 
When developing products, 
leaders need to know things 
to meet customer needs in the 
optimal market window so 
the company can continue to 
exist and hopefully prosper. 

Leaders can stifle progress 
when they interfere with team 
processes. But as a leader, 
you don’t want an on-track 
project to go over the cliff 
and deliver the wrong results. 
There are times when leaders 
should stand back and let 
the team work—and times 
when leaders should step up 
and lead. How do we decide 
which is which? 

Let’s start with stepping 
back. You hired your staff 
members for their abilities 
to address issues, solve prob-
lems, and create innovative 
and competitive products. 
Put your people to work im-
proving operations, increasing 
workflow, and removing bot-
tlenecks. They operate closest 
to the problems and have the 
best chance of finding work-
able solutions. You hired these 
people to deliver new, exciting, 
and competitive products to 
the marketplace before your 
competition can.

As their leader, you must 
unleash this talent and allow 
the team to succeed. Create an 
environment based on trust, 
bring together people who 
have the right knowledge, 
ensure they understand the 
objectives, purpose, and con-
straints of the project—and 
then step back. 

As a contributing team 
member, I want to take pride 
in my work. I want to use my 
knowledge and experience 
to develop and deliver my 
part of the product. I want 
to create the best and most 
efficient solution, and I want 
to collaborate with my team-
mates to make sure we all de-
liver by assisting each other 
when we need help. I am not 
happy when someone begins 
to tell me how I should do my 
job or when I don’t get the 
opportunity to find and cor-
rect my own mistakes. That’s 
how I learn and gain more ex-
perience and knowledge. So, 
I need leaders to stand back 
and let me get the work done. 
What about accountability? I 
want to be held accountable 
by the people who under-
stand what I am doing and 
how I think and who share in 
the challenges of the team. In 
other words, I want my team-
mates to hold me account-
able—and they do. 

But there are times when 
leaders need to step up and 
lead. As leaders, we want our 
projects to deliver results, but 
not just any results, the right 
results—results that are inline 
with the corporate strategy. 
You could just lecture team 
members on this and hope 

as judgment that they cannot 
overcome). Do not ask them 
where they are stuck (they 
might not be; they might only 
need a new view). Ask team 
members to tell you about 
the project, their approach, 
their ideas, and their solutions 
so far. Help them take a new 
and fresh look. Often, this is 
not easy. When leaders hear 
a problem and know the an-
swer, they will want to give 
the answer. Once you do this, 
you are cooked. Your effec-
tiveness as a leader diminishes. 
Suddenly, a steady stream of 
people will be in your office 
asking you to fix their project 
and give them the solutions to 
all their problems. You have 
taken away the team’s owner-
ship and, in effect, told team 
members they are incapable of 
solving their own problems. 
They will lose pride in their 
work and their productivity 
will drop off dramatically.

Allow your teams to 
manage their workload, find 
solutions, and deliver. Make 
sure all team members un-
derstand that their solutions, 
objectives, and goals must 
be in line with the company 
strategy. Help your teams find 
their own solutions—but only 
after they have tried on their 
own. Don’t be too quick to 
give them solutions. Ask ques-
tions without giving answers. 
Your questions will help your 
team members discover their 
solutions. Use your questions 
to unleash the talent and cre-
ativity in your organization. 
Then stand back, get out of 
the way, and let them get the 
“real” work done. {end} 
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