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Swiftcover.com cut their testing time in half with TestTrack Studio and  
QA Wizard Pro, while still providing the quality their customers expect.
Seapine’s end-to-end Software Quality Assurance (SQA) solutions help you deliver quality products faster. Start with  

QA Wizard Pro for automated testing and add TestTrack Studio for issue tracking and test case management—integrated 
quality assurance solutions that together reduce testing time, saving you money and improving customer satisfaction. 

	 •	 Reduce quality assurance costs with automated functional and regression testing.

	 •	 Manage test case development, defect assignments, and QA verification with one application. 

	 •	 Track which test cases have been automated, schedule script runs, and link test results with defects. 

Learn how to test faster while protecting quality. Visit www.seapine.com/betterswift

Save time 

while protecting 

software quality.

So much of success boils down to time. QA Wizard Pro and TestTrack Studio allow us 
to be more profitable because we do more in less time. — Test Manager, Swiftcover
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What Yoda Can Teach Us About  
Application Quality Management  

 

It’s no Jedi mind trick! 5 black holes to avoid for successful application delivery 
 
Executive Summary 
A long time ago, in a galaxy not too far away, the very first CHAOS Report published by the Standish Group generated 
worldwide attention by its claim that 40% of IT projects failed and that these failings were costing the US economy  
$140 billion each year. Ten years later, matters had improved somewhat with only half as many projects failing, but  
worryingly 53% were late, over-budget or not meeting their objectives. Now, within a mere 5 years, the number of failed 
projects is back on the rise; the 2009 Standish Group CHAOS report indicates that nearly 25% projects are doomed. 
 
The quality of application delivery is at the heart of many of the challenges faced in IT projects, and this paper reviews 
some of the most common pitfalls and pain points that often beset development projects. With the help of Yoda, Obi 
Wan and others from the Star Wars cast, we will learn how best to avoid these challenges and deliver your projects on 
time, on budget and most importantly with quality. 
 
The Black Hole No. 1: Walking before you crawl 
Obi-Wan: How long will it take before you can make the jump to light speed? 
Han Solo: Travelling through hyperspace ain't like dusting crops, boy! Without precise calculations we could fly right 
through a star, or bounce too close to a supernova and that'd end your trip real quick, wouldn't it? 
 

It is natural to focus on the eventual goal; the application that will be built and that will deliver the projected business 
benefits. However, it is equally important to focus on the quality of that deliverable, right from the project’s inception. 
Fail in this and you will face abandoned projects, missed deadlines and an application that may be implemented but will 
forever after be associated with instability and high maintenance costs. 
 
The first essential step is to recognize this fact and to put application quality and its management at the heart of all your 
development efforts. If you do not believe this or do not believe you can, then failure is much more likely than success. 
 
The Black Hole No. 2: QA as a silo 
Obi Wan: The force is what gives a Jedi his power. It is an energy field created by all living things. It surrounds us and 
penetrates us. It binds the galaxy together. 
 

The same could be said for quality management. It should be an energy field, created and sustained by all involved in 
the development process, linking all living parts of the lifecycle, the requirements, code, the build, the test steps, the 
defects, the regression pack, everything; binding all aspects together and giving us the power of visibility and foresight 
throughout every stage of the development. 
 
More commonly though, test teams seem to exist in serene isolation: isolated not only from other parts of the  
development and delivery effort, but also from each other. Frequent status meetings are normal, with the focus on the 
gathering of historical data rather than forward planning. Similarly, communication with other key teams is often  
dysfunctional. Defects are reported with a ‘fire and forget’ mentality. This is fine if you are trying to shoot down an  
enemy star ship but not so clever when building an IT application, as development is a key partner in application  
delivery.  
 
To date, test management products have reinforced rather than broken down the potential dangerous isolation of QA 
teams. They have taken a narrow view of QA with a focus on requirements, tasks and defects when what is needed is a 
solution that can embrace QA across the project disciplines and integrate into essential infrastructure tools such as 
change management. 

Advertisement Original Software: www.origsoft.com 



The Black Hole No. 3: Lack of visibility and out of date information 
The Emperor: You’ve paid the price for your lack of Vision: If you will not be turned you will be destroyed. 
 

Understanding the current project status, the trends in the progress and the implications for resources, target dates 
and costs are vital to making the correct decisions. The information also needs to be available instantly. If gathering 
status information across all the project disciplines takes a week, the number of hours potentially burnt in the wrong 
activities becomes alarming. This could destroy your chances of keeping the project on-track, making your doomed 
project just another statistic on next year’s CHAOS report!  
 

To help you to keep your finger on the pulse of your development lifecycle, you need instant access to key information 
by the most appropriate and powerful device. Printed reports should be at the bottom of the pile given that they are out 
of date the moment they are created, PCs and web access are better, and personal devices such as smart phones or 
Apple iPads at the top of the heap. 
 
The Black Hole No. 4: Unnecessary re-work 
General Madine: Is your strike team assembled? 
 

It might be the same team that has been used on previous projects, but with many application quality management 
solutions, users have to be set up over and over again for each project. All too often, although you have your team 
assembled and ready to go, there is still a frustrating amount of work to do in setting up users, permissions and  
calendars etc. When evaluating AQM solutions take into account simple time-saving factors and where possible 
choose an option where users need only be set up the once and can then be assigned to multiple projects. 
 
The Black Hole No. 5: Not supporting all types of working practice 
Yoda: Decide you must, how to serve them best. 
 

Enterprise Agile versus waterfall and the challenges of heterogeneous environments are increasingly becoming hot 
talking points and many organizations are working with a variety of platforms and methodologies. So how do you  
successfully bring  together teams that work in different ways and on multiple projects? 
 

With more complexity in IT projects and a need to respond faster to changing markets, development teams have had 
to adapt the way they work, often utilizing different methodologies on different projects in order to support the dynamic 
nature of their businesses. If the quality management solution does not support the way that they work, you will  
encourage maverick teams working outside of the ‘Alliance’. Make sure that your AQM solution empowers your teams 
and allows the flexibility to aid and not impede them. 
 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we have looked at ten galactic black holes that projects can get sucked into, turning them off-course. 
Application Quality Management is not some mysterious Jedi art – most of this is just common sense. You already 
know what is required in application delivery, you just need to ‘use the Force’ and remember these black holes when 
selecting technology to assist you in  achieving your destiny.  
 

‘Size matters not’ says Yoda, but what’s important is effective project planning and organization, addressing complex-
ity and empowering different working practices, ensuring good collaboration and communication and maintaining  
control and visibility throughout. Quality cannot be simply bolted on at the end of a development. It must be embraced 
from the start and be part of the entire development ethos and infrastructure. 
 

Unfortunately current market-dominating products do not meet these fundamental requirements and only support and 
reinforce the approach of test management in a silo. Don’t become one of the negative statistics in the CHAOS report. 
In order to deliver a successful solution that meets all the demands of the business, we need to a take a holistic view 
of quality in the application delivery process.  
 

In the words of Yoda: ‘Mind what you have learnt. Save you it can’.  
 
This is a cut down version of a longer Original Insight. To view the full paper and read about ten black holes, visit:  
http://www.origsoft.com/products/qualify/docs/what_yoda_can_teach_us_about_aqm.pdf 

Quotes from Star Wars film characters are accredited to Lucas Films.  
All other trademarks are properties of their respective owners, Original Software: www.origsoft.com 

http://www.origsoft.com/products/qualify/docs/what_yoda_can_teach_us_about_aqm.pdf�
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Taking Projects Down to The Wire

My husband and I just spent a few weeks watching DVDs of The Wire—in 

my opinion the best TV series ever made. Set in the inner city of Baltimore, 

Maryland, The Wire explores how members of a society interact and influence 

one another. Each season, the story is told from a different perspective—drug 

dealers and users, the port system, city government, the education system, and the 

city newspaper—just a few of the institutions that intertwine to make up the fabric of a society.

One of the aspects of the show that I found the most fascinating was the human interaction across all facets of 

society, from the gang bangers to the teachers to the city council members, and how the actions of one group 

inevitably affects the actions of the others.

The Wire and its complicated interrelationships sprang to mind as I read this issue’s Technically Speaking, “Broken 

Windows, Broken Projects.” In this column, Lee Copeland describes the theory that if a window is broken and not 

repaired, more vandalism is sure to follow as the broken windows are an indication that no one cares about the 

property’s upkeep.

Lee extends this theory to the “broken windows” on our projects—the missed deadlines, rampant defects, etc.—

that, if ignored, signal that no one cares about the success of the project. Fortunately, the solution to fixing broken 

windows on projects is usually much less complex than repairing all that ails a community the size of Baltimore.

Another article in this issue that delves into how behavior influences project outcomes is Esther Derby’s “The Sys-

tem Behind the Behavior.” We’ve all worked on projects with a “bad apple,” that one person who always seems to 

throw a wrench in the works of an otherwise functioning team. However, as Esther explains in her article, some-

times the problem doesn’t lie with the individual but within the system itself—a problem with the way the whole 

group is working.

As always, I hope you enjoy this issue of Better Software magazine. Email me to let me know how you’ve put this 

information to work for you.

Happy Reading!

Heather Shanholtzer

HShanholtzer@sqe.com

Editor’s Note
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Microsoft is making it easier to find and fix bugs. You now can add two new toolsets to help improve 
collaboration between testers and developers, reproduce bugs, automate repetitive tasks, and reduce the 
costs of setting up and maintaining multi-machine test environments.
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Technically Speaking

In March 1982, The Atlantic magazine ran an article titled 
“Broken Windows” by George L. Kelling and James Q. 
Wilson. [1] The authors of this now famous article wrote, “So-
cial psychologists and police officers agree that if a window 
in a building is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of 
the windows will soon be broken.” One broken window, left 
unrepaired, is a signal that the building is abandoned and 
that no one cares, so breaking more windows means nothing. 
The authors continue, “Vandalism can 
occur anywhere once communal bar-
riers—the sense of mutual regard and 
the obligations of civility—are lowered 
by actions that seem to signal that ‘no 
one cares.’”

To test this theory, Philip Zimbardo, 
a Stanford psychology professor, had 
an automobile without license plates 
parked with its hood raised on a street 
in the Bronx. Within ten minutes of 
its “abandonment,” the car was at-
tacked and stripped. First, the battery 
and radiator were removed, and within 
twenty-four hours almost everything of value had been taken. 
Random destruction then began with the smashing of win-
dows and the ripping of upholstery. Within a few more hours, 
the car had been turned upside down and totally destroyed.

To test the claim that this behavior could “occur any-
where,” Zimbardo performed the same experiment in sedate 
Palo Alto, California. This car fared somewhat better, re-
maining untouched for more than a week. Then, Zimbardo 
hit the car with a sledgehammer and within a few hours, this 
car also was looted, turned upside down, and destroyed.

To put the broken windows theory to the test, Kelling was 
hired as a consultant by the New York City Transit Authority. 
The subway system was cleaned—specifically targeting graf-
fiti removal. In 1990, William Bratton, an admirer of Kelling, 
took over the Transit Police and implemented a zero-toler-
ance for fare dodging and easier processing of those arrested. 
These strategies, among others, became part of Mayor Rudy 
Giuliani’s “quality of life” initiative. [2] Was it effective? A 
later study of crime trends in New York City showed the rates 
of both petty and serious crime fell suddenly and significantly 
after these actions were instituted. 

Most of us have experienced our fair share of project 
broken windows: impossible deadlines, shipping a product 
filled with disaster-in-waiting defects just to meet an arbitrary 
schedule, firing the tester for finding too many defects, bogus 
incentive schemes, declaring a project “done” when it’s not 
and phony-ing up documents to prove it, and the ever-pop-
ular adding more people to a late project. 

Windows get broken on every project. However, it’s vital 
not to let them remain broken for 
long, as the price can be high if they 
are ignored. To paraphrase Kelling 
and Wilson’s statement: A violation of 
trust, left for a time, is a signal that the 
project has been abandoned, that no 
one cares, and so violating additional 
trust means nothing. Once the sense of 
mutual regard, obligations of civility, 
and trust are lowered by actions that 
signal that no one cares, why should 
anyone continue to care? All it takes is 
one broken window—the project man-
ager imposes an unrealistic schedule; 

analysts skip the details of requirements in an extremely com-
plex part of the system; designers and developers ignore fu-
ture system needs for different parameters, data, algorithms, 
languages, or hardware devices; testers just focus on creating 
large numbers of tests rather than creating effective tests; 
users pay cursory attention to acceptance testing. When it be-
comes clear that no one cares then, quickly, no one cares.

A key tool for repairing broken windows is trust. Trust 
comes from integrity—a steadfast adherence to a strict moral 
or ethical code, ongoing communication of vision and values 
synchronizing the team’s direction, valuing team members as 
equal partners in project success, focusing on shared goals 
rather than personal agendas, competency with the technical 
processes, and doing what’s right, regardless of personal risk.

Surely, Brad Appleton was right when in 2004 he wrote, 
“The most important and useful thing that the initial iteration 

needs to build is ... trust!” [3] {end}

Broken Windows, Broken 
Projects
Just as broken windows in neighborhoods can lead to vandalism, “broken 

windows” on projects can lead to failure. Trust is key.

by Lee Copeland | lcopeland@sqe.com

“Windows get broken on 

every project. However, 

it’s vital not to let them 

remain broken for long 

as the price can be high if 

they are ignored.”
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Inside Analysis

In some environments, going up against an adversary is not 
only a good thing to do—it’s expected in order to win. How-
ever, in the sometimes contentious world of development, it’s 
almost guaranteed to cause a project to fail. 

There is a long history of business organizations feeling 
shortchanged by IT organizations based on perceived value 
and incorrect assumptions, such as when there is no compre-
hension of the effort required to imple-
ment what is thought to be a simple 
change. These are dangerous character-
izations, and without good communi-
cation between those who need support 
from a technical organization and those 
who provide it, there is a great chance 
that success will not be achieved. 

Fortunately, the role of the business 
analyst is becoming more prevalent and 
better understood. While most people 
perceive a business analyst as necessary 
to gather and document requirements, 
many overlook an analyst’s ability to 
function as a liaison between business 
stakeholders and IT delivery personnel, 
which creates a positive relationship 
between the two. This is a critical ca-
pability and one that requires advanced 
communication skills that include ac-
tive listening, relationship building, and 
collaborative facilitation. 

A business analyst is in a unique po-
sition both to understand the needs of 
stakeholders and to protect the interests 
of the delivery organization—and it re-
ally doesn’t matter to which side of the business/IT “fence” 
the analyst reports. The analyst’s skills provide a means to 
bridge gaps by exposing differences with explanation and fa-
cilitation, fostering constructive dialogue and collaboration, 
and breaking down barriers to success. There is probably no 
other position in an organization that understands the stra-
tegic goals of business operations while concurrently recog-
nizing the pressures and limitations of IT delivery. That means 
that, in the end, the organization’s executives have their spe-
cific interests protected at the individual project level, which, 
in turn, ensures a healthy balance in the handling of develop-
ment lifecycle pressures.

Fostering a collaborative approach to bring stakeholders’ 
often conflicting interests to bear, the analyst can undertake 
exercises and utilize techniques to pull these forces together 
to achieve a common goal. It is the common goal that is often 
forgotten within an organization when business and develop-
ment teams head into the project arena for a battle that was 
completely unnecessary in the first place. 

There are a couple of specific ap-
proaches that an analyst can take to 
bring harmony to an organization.

IT-side Analyst
There are several things that can 

help strengthen the relationship with 
business-side partners. For instance, 
providing an explanation of seem-
ingly superficial problems brings a 
more thorough understanding to the 
problem domain. Often, what ap-
pears to be a simple fix is in fact much 
more complex. This is a divisive point 
between business and IT, as one side 
feels it isn’t getting value for dollars 
spent and the other claims that there 
is no understanding of what is really 
involved. Without some cursory hand-
holding and explanation, the division 
broadens and tensions build.

This scenario is less evident in an 
agile environment that has the business 
stakeholder embedded into the devel-
opment team. In IT shops that employ 
the waterfall methodology, it can be a 

huge problem. Often, there is a perception of someone just 
hammering out a little code and “presto!” the change appears 
ready to use in production. Without realizing that there might 
be additional analysis, design sessions, test creation and ex-
ecution, required documentation, and release or deployment 
activities that all require time from resources, the business 
stakeholder may have trouble understanding why IT takes so 
long to produce changes. 

The lack of collaboration and communication exacerbates 
the perceptions and emotions that grow out of the lack of 
knowledge. Reaching across boundaries to collaborate helps 
to build relationships that foster trust. This is not an over-

Us Against Them
The IT and business stakeholder relationship can be contentious. Business 

analysts are positioned to foster collaboration between the two.

by Doug Goldberg | douggoldberg@gmail.com

“While most people 

perceive a business analyst 

as necessary to gather and 

document requirements, 

many overlook an analyst’s 

ability to function as a 

liaison between business 

stakeholders and IT 

delivery personnel, 

which creates a positive 

relationship between

the two.”
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and more ...

night approach that yields immediate results, but more of one that is created itera-
tively. Moreover, it can require explicit effort by an analyst to enlighten peers and 
stakeholders on the business side, as well as explicit statements that one is taking 
an extra step to ensure understanding. Trite as this direct communication might 
sound, it is a huge stepping stone to enhancing relationships and building the trust 
that binds the IT and business partners together.

Finally, an IT analyst should always approach every communication with a 
“What can I do for you?” customer service attitude, and the customer must know, 
based on the IT analyst’s actions, that his concerns are encompassed and pro-
tected by the IT analyst while being balanced against IT capabilities. 

Business-side Analyst
In a business-side role, much of the same must occur but in reverse. The busi-

ness analyst not only functions to capture and understand operational and stra-
tegic initiatives but also is the liaison who communicates those initiatives to the 
IT organization with knowledge about what that group must do to accomplish 
the tasks at hand. Again, this is often where things break down due to lack of 
knowledge. 

The business-side analyst has an obligation to reach out and ask about what 
occurs following business requirements turnover in IT, and this very simple action 
eradicates a lot of built-up tension on the IT side. It shows that someone cares 
enough to find out what IT is all about and its capabilities within the constraints 
that are often invisible to business partners. While it’s not the business partner’s 
job to know all this, it is a liaison’s obligation in an environment in which all 
teams work together to achieve goals. 

It is also important from the business perspective to have a clear understanding 
of IT’s expectations on requirements. Being able to factor this knowledge into the 
business requirements deliverables removes a tremendous amount of rework due 
to inadequate requirements and makes everyone’s life less stressful. 

As a final rule, the business-side analyst must recognize the IT organization 
as the primary customer and recipient of the business product (the requirements 
deliverable). An attitude of excellent customer service builds the relationship in 
the opposite direction. Actively seeking feedback on deliverables and interactions 
helps to solidify the team cohesion necessary for more productive output.

If you are a business analyst or you work with one in either of the above situa-
tions, try exploring a few of these techniques to begin to foster better communica-
tion—even when the job doesn’t require it. After all, each of us is trying to do the 
right thing and, while that looks different to different people, it’s usually part of 
a common goal. Breaking down the barriers that keep us working separately can 
lead to some surprisingly positive results and help create a very productive and 
rewarding workplace environment. {end}
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If you’ve struggled to find collaborative ways for your 

team and customer to understand evolving product needs 

while delivering value on a steady basis, you’re not alone.  
Challenges include accurately estimating the work, readily defining conditions of sat-
isfaction (“doneness” criteria) for requirements, churning on requirements as you begin 
development, being unable to deliver as promised because new requirements pop up in 
the middle of development, inability to easily pull requirements into current development 
work when there is excess capacity, or being unable to meet your delivery commitments.   

A typical culprit is “chunky” requirements. They’re too big, they aren’t clearly pri-
oritized, or the team doesn’t understand them in sufficient detail to implement them ef-
ficiently. 

We’ve used a variety of “splitting” techniques to ratchet up agile teams’ awareness of 
the importance of working with requirements in the form of user stories. [1] Popular ap-
proaches include splitting by business process, database operations (e.g., create, read, up-
date, delete), data groups, low fidelity versus high fidelity, and so on. [2, 3, 4]  

Some teams find it hard to apply story-splitting strategies consistently. Others focus 
on the technical aspects of these strategies rather than base their work on a firm under-
standing of user needs. And still others neglect nonfunctional requirements, focusing only 
on functional requirements. 

If this sounds like your agile team, stay tuned. We want to share a better way.

Slicing User Story Options Based on Value 
Our requirements-slicing technique starts from the assumption that the team and the 

customer have a shared understanding of the product vision and goals, and they agree on 
what constitutes value and how value will be measured. Our focus here is on a practical 
way to pull the requirements out of those high-level needs so that the team and customer 
can deliver working software in smaller chunks over time.

To do that, teams and business customers need to jointly explore requirements options, 
identify the most important ones, and slice chunky stories into manageable pieces. The op-
timal slicing technique would be reusable in all problem domains, leverage the discipline of 
requirements analysis, be quick to learn and efficient to use, engage product owners (a.k.a. 
customers), put the “user” back into user stories, directly feed into acceptance tests, and 
deepen the entire team’s knowledge of the requirements. 

Based on our experience with the power of small, testable user stories and inspired by 
the work of Chris Matts and Olav Maasen on real options and feature injection [5, 6], 
Bill Wake and others on story splitting [1, 2, 3, 4], Jeff Sutherland and others on ready 
requirements [7, 8, 9, 10], Dean Leffingwell on a lean backlog [11], and Mike Cohn on 
minimizing team handoffs [12], we’ve defined a straightforward way to slice user stories.  

What Is a Ready User Story?
Ready stories are small, well-understood, valuable user stories. Other names for user 

stories in this state include right-sized, sliced, iteration-level, queued for development, and 
analyzed stories.

A ready user story is highly valued by the product owner, needed for delivery in the 
next release or iteration, and understood well enough by the delivery team to estimate, 
plan, commit to, and deliver.

When Do You Make User Stories Ready?
You want to get user stories ready just before planning as part of work-ahead anal-

ysis or backlog grooming. You groom your backlog continuously so that items are ready 
before estimating and planning—whether you use timeboxed iterations or a continuous-
flow mechanism such as kanban. The team needs to be ready, with enough requirements 
knowledge to specify acceptance criteria, reliably estimate the work, and meet delivery 
commitments. By conducting regularly scheduled, informal agile requirements workshops, 
the team collaborates with the product owner to groom the backlog for changing require-
ments and prepare user stories for upcoming delivery cycles. 
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Analyzing User Story Options: Expand-
Then-Contract

To get your user stories ready, our story-slicing technique 
follows an overall pattern of expand-then-contract. For 
each user story, in the expand phase, the product owner first 
elaborates possible options. Then, in the contract phase, the 
team and the product owner explore the options and quickly 
narrow them based on their value; this takes a matter of min-
utes. The result is a small, concise, thinly sliced story ready for 
development.

Let’s explore this pattern in more detail.
In the expand phase, you begin with a single chunky story 

and explore the analysis options. Your analysis looks at six 
elements of the user story: 

•	 Who acts in the user role? What are the types and 
states of that role?

•	 What actions are needed to meet the user’s goal?
•	 What data objects are acted on? What are the types 

and states of those data objects?
•	 What business rules must be enforced for the actions 

and data objects?
•	 What interfaces are needed? What are their types—

manual solutions, physical hardware devices, system-
to-system interfaces, or user interfaces?

•	 What quality attributes constrain and control the sliced 
user story?

In the contract phase, the product owner collaborates 
with the team to select options using transparent, rational cri-
teria—for example, return on investment, market drivers or 
events, or risk reduction. She uses prioritization techniques 
such as a tailored ranking scheme, stakeholder value, voice of 
the customer, and so on.

Throughout this expand-then-contract process, the team 
and product owner together gain crucial knowledge. As 
the product owner assigns a value to each option, she asks 
the team to gauge the effort and risks for implementing it, 
heightening her understanding of technical concerns and the 
development process. As team members discuss the options, 
they learn about the requirements. Team members question, 
challenge, and clarify the product owner’s filtering criteria, 
deepening their understanding of the business domain and the 
requirements that will provide value. 

Note that you will find this technique useful for product 
requirements but not team or technical work, which some 
teams represent as “technical” stories. And remember: As you 
proceed through each expand phase, if you discover that any 
of the six user story elements has no options, simply move to 
the next element. 

Slicing Stories by Analyzing Options: An 
Example

Let’s iterate through the technique again, this time looking 
at the six elements via a sample story.

You begin by selecting a high-value user story from your 
backlog. The story might originate from, say, a high-level 
feature or a minimal marketable feature (MMF). [13] Or, it 
might have been decomposed from chunkier requirements—
what some teams call “epics.” 

On agile teams, these stories are usually written in the fol-
lowing form:

As a [user role]
I need to [some behavior or action]
so that [business value]

Figure 1: The six slicing elements of a user story
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Next, determine if the story is a candidate for slicing. 
What makes a user story “too big”? That differs for each 

team. Your team’s size and iteration or release length are fac-
tors. Some teams strive to size their stories so that they can 
complete a single story in a few hours or a day. Other teams 
have a longer time frame—two to three days at most. 

Your goal is to attain a set of high-value, ready stories that 
are about equal in size and are sufficiently analyzed so that 
you can size, plan, and deliver them as promised.

Books and Beyond
Figure 1 shows the six elements of a user story. 
In our sample, we’re building an application for a business 

that sells products such as books, movies, music, and greeting 
cards. You select the big, chunky story: “As a customer, I 
want to buy a product so that I can enjoy using it.”  Follow 
along as we explore options and assign a value to each one. 

Step 1: User Role Options: Types and 
States

To analyze the user role, we explore options for the types 
and states of the customer. The user role initiates the story 
and has the goal of obtaining value. The name of the role is 
based on the user’s intention or goal. In the user story, the cus-
tomer intends to buy; hence, we name the user role “buyer.”  

Working with the product owner, we define the types of 
buyers:

User Role Type Options
Individual Buyer
Corporate Buyer
Club Member Buyer
Employee Buyer

These types, along with all the domain terms, should be 
defined in the product glossary to enable a shared under-
standing of the domain (also providing a stable basis for do-
main-specific modeling).

Select for Value
Now ask the product owner to prioritize the user-role type 

options. Which one has the highest business value for the next 
iteration? Our product owner wants to focus on income and 
not slow down delivery with complex buyer types. She selects 
Individual Buyer.  

This is our first use of the expand-then-contract pattern—
but definitely not our last.

For the chosen user role type, next explore its possible 
states or the lifecycle stages it undergoes. 

User Role State Options (for Individual Buyer)
New 
Existing 
Anonymous (can buy without providing a name)
Archived

Select for Value
Now that we’ve expanded the states, it’s time to contract. 

Again, our product owner needs to narrow her options to the 
buyer state that will yield the highest immediate value. She 
selects Individual, Anonymous Buyer. 

Step 2: Action Options 
To identify all the possible actions that satisfy the selected 

user role’s desired goal, start with the verb in the user story 
text: “I want to buy a product. . .”

Ask the product owner what typically happens (or, if the 
action is new, what will potentially happen) and what deci-
sions must be made. For the individual, anonymous buyer, the 
buy action options are as follows:

Buy Action Options 
Verify product cost
Calculate tax amount 
Calculate total purchase amount
Apply discount
Apply wrapping fee
Arrange for shipping
Secure payment
Adjust inventory
Generate receipt
Post payment to accounts receivable 

We suggest writing each action option on a sticky note so 
that the product owner can move them around. The order of 
the options is not critical at this point. 

Select for Value
The product owner surveys the action options and de-

termines the minimum options needed for the next delivery 

"Your goal is to attain a set of high-value, 

ready stories that are about equal in size and 

are sufficiently analyzed so that you can size, 

plan, and deliver them as promised." 



cycle. Encourage her to defer actions that are less valuable, 
occur infrequently, require data not yet built into databases, 
or are complex and better left until later.  

Be sure to analyze any interdependent options—those that 
might need to be selected together. At the same time, look for 
independent actions. For example, ask your product owner, 
“Is it necessary to offer discounts in the next iteration or re-
lease, or can that wait?”  

To guide the selection, consider the context of the action. 
For example, is the buyer shopping at a brick-and-mortar 
store or online? We learn that the immediate need is to sup-
port in-store purchases. Our product owner selects four op-
tions (checked):  

Buy Action Options
	Verify product cost
	 Calculate tax amount
	Calculate total purchase amount
	 Apply discount
	 Determine wrapping fee
	 Arrange for shipping
	Secure payment
	 Adjust inventory
	Generate receipt
	 Post payment to accounts receivable 

Step 3: Data Object Options: Types and 
States

Next, we focus on data objects. Your product owner 
should identify object options based on her prior selections of 
user role and actions. In our example, the objects are Product, 
Payment, and Receipt. 

For each object option, identify types or variations. For 
example, the Product object’s types include Book, CD, DVD, 
and so on. 

Select for Value
The team has analyzed the objects and expanded its un-

derstanding of the objects’ types. The product owner assesses 
the business value of the options and determines valid combi-
nations. The product owner chooses the highest-value object 
types (checked items in table 1):  

There’s more. As you did with the user role, you need to 
explore possible lifecycle states for the objects specific to our 
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story. In our example, the Book object has two states: new 
or used.   

Select for Value
As before, the product owner now contracts the options. 

Her selection is New Book.

Book State Options
	New
	 Used 

What We’ve Sliced So Far
We started with the user story: “As a customer, I want to 

buy a product ...” We used the expand-then-contract pattern 
to slice three elements: user role (types and states), actions, 
and data objects (types and states). The story has been sliced:

“As an individual anonymous buyer, I want to buy a new 
book ... paying with cash and receiving a cash receipt.”

The story includes four action options: verify product 
price, calculate total purchase amount, secure payment, and 
generate receipt.

At this point, you have partially sliced your story. Your 
team might choose to defer analyzing the three additional 
slicing options (business rules, interfaces, and quality attri-
butes) until development. But, in our experience, the addi-
tional minutes spent exploring these other options before you 
commit to delivering a story can significantly help in creating 
a ready story while expanding the team’s knowledge of the 
product requirements. Let’s take a look.

Step 4: Business Rule Options 
Business rules define constraints and conditions that must 

be satisfied. As part of developing your story’s sliced, high-
value actions and objects, you need to elicit business rules 
that must be enforced. Limiting business rule options to only 
the prioritized user role, actions, and objects streamlines your 
analysis work and ensures eliciting “fresh” rules.

Select for Value
The product owner again weighs the business value of 

these options for the next iteration. She chooses the following 
(checked):

Business Rule Options
	Payment currency must be specific to purchase location 
	 Cash payment denomination amount must not be 

greater than …
	Payment change amount is calculated as …
	 Receipt bar code is designed using …

Step 5: Interface Type Options 
You can gain a high-level view of your story’s interfaces 

by quickly drawing a context diagram of the user story or its 
higher-level, minimal marketable feature. 

Focus on the interface options that are relevant to the 

Table 1

Product Type 
Options
	Book

	 CD

	 DVD

	 Gift card

	 Greeting card

	 Electronic 
book reader

Payment Type 
Options
	Cash

	 Credit card

	 PayPal

	 Purchase 
order

Receipt Type 
Options
	Cash receipt

	 Credit card 
receipt
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high-priority user role (type and state), actions, and objects 
(type and state). Then, determine the appropriate type of in-
terface (manual, hardware, system to system, or user). 

Our sample user story requires interfaces for the book in-
formation (to verify the cost), the cash payment (to secure the 
payment), and the generated cash receipt. 

Select for Value
Together, the product owner and team discuss the options. 

Based on business and technical factors, they agree on the fol-
lowing:  

Book Interface Type Options 
	 Scanner (hardware)
	Keyed in data (UI)

Cash Payment Interface Type Options
	 Cash machine (hardware)
	Keyed in data (UI)

Cash Receipt Interface Type Options
	Printed in store (report)
	 Faxed (system to system)
	 Emailed (system to system) 

Step 6: Quality Attribute Options 
Quality attributes are “the subset of nonfunctional require-

ments that describe properties of the software’s operation, de-
velopment, and deployment.” [14] Teams sometimes neglect 
these crucial requirements until well into development. But, 
we’ve learned that teams need to explore options for perfor-
mance, reliability, safety, security, scalability, usability, and so 
on if they’re going to define a ready story and improve the 
quality of the product’s ever-unfolding architecture. 

There are several ways to specify quality attributes. For ex-
ample, you can write them as user stories, use Planguage (a 
specification language) [15], list the quality attributes as user 
story acceptance criteria, or incorporate them into the user 
story text. 

One quality attribute we need for our sample story is the 
response time for printing the receipt. Borrowing from Gilb’s 
Planguage tags, you can specify response-time requirements 
as follows:

Tag: ResponseTime.CashReceiptPrintLaunch 
Scale: Seconds
Meter: Elapsed time between pressing “Receipt” to the 
start of printing
Minimum: No more than 7 seconds
Plan: 4 seconds
Wish: 2 seconds

Alternatively, you can write your story’s quality attributes 
on the back of the user story card (or in your backlog man-
agement tool)—for example, “Cash receipt begins printing 
within four seconds of pressing the Receipt key.”

The Sliced Story
Here’s a quick recap. We started with a big, chunky story: 

“As a customer, I want to buy a product ...” Using the story-
slicing technique, we successively sliced it into these high-
value options:

User role type and state: Individual, anonymous buyer
Actions: Verify product price, calculate total purchase 
amount, secure payment, generate receipt
Objects (type and state): New book, cash payment 
method, cash receipt 
Business rules: Payment currency must be specific to 
purchase location, payment change amount is calcu-
lated as ...
Interfaces: 

Book interface type: Keyed in data (UI)
Cash payment interface type: Keyed in data (UI)
Cash receipt interface type: Printed in store (report)

Quality attributes:
 Tag: ResponseTime.CashReceiptPrintLaunch ...

Our thinly sliced, ready story meets the INVEST criteria: 
independent, negotiable, valuable, estimable, sized appropri-
ately, and testable. [16]

In development, the team details each story’s selected op-
tions. That includes building user acceptance tests, regardless 
of testing methods or tools—the Given-When-Then construct 
(e.g., jBehave, easyB, Cucumber), data tables (e.g., FIT or 
FitNesse), or other scripting tool. Meanwhile, work-ahead 
analysis continues on lower-priority options for upcoming de-
livery cycles.  

And, yes, we have found this slicing technique useful for 
requirements in forms other than user stories, including use 
cases, snippets of text-user requirements statements, events, 
and features. 

Slicing for Success
By collaborating with business customers to explore re-

quirements options and successively slice them at the last 
responsible moment, the team can continually groom the 
backlog—and continually deliver well-understood, valuable 
requirements. Along the way, everyone in the project commu-
nity benefits by expanding and deepening their requirements 
knowledge. 

This “just enough, just in time” slicing method is a fast, 
efficient, repeatable technique that streamlines planning and 
jointly engages the customer and team in optimizing value—
all goals of successful agile teams. {end}

ellen@ebgconsulting.com
mary@ebgconsulting.com 
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S
heldon, a development manager, is at the end of his rope 
with Frank, a developer who works on one of Shel-
don’s teams. Frank’s track record for meeting his own 
estimates is dismal. He usually takes far longer than 

he estimates, and he doesn’t let his teammates know until 
it’s too late for them to adjust. Frank’s poor estimation con-
tributed to the team’s missing its iteration goals the past two 
sprints. Sheldon doesn’t expect perfection when it comes to 
estimates—he knows that it’s normal to come in high some-
times and low other times. But Frank is consistently late. The 
team has tried talking to Frank, but that hasn’t changed his 
behavior. Now, team members are complaining to Sheldon.

Sheldon has done what good managers do—he has given 
feedback, coached, and provided training. All to no avail. 
Frank says he’s trying, but he’s still missing estimates, and his 
teammates are still annoyed. “I don’t want to lose Frank,” 
Sheldon thinks to himself. “He knows more about the do-
main than anyone on the team. But the way things are going, 
the team won’t benefit from that knowledge. His teammates 
are so annoyed they hardly talk to Frank anymore.” 

Sheldon phoned Dawn, a consultant friend, to get some 
insight on the situation. After hearing the story, Dawn said, 
“So far, you’ve looked at this as an individual problem and 
tried to change Frank. But it might be a system problem—a 
problem with the way the whole group is working.”

Sheldon gave a skeptical harumph. “Seems pretty clear 
that Frank is the problem.” 

“Let me share a way to look at the whole team as a system 
to see if that sheds a different light on the problem,” Dawn said.

Framing the Problem
Dawn explained that behind every pattern of behavior, 

three system factors are at work: containers, differences, and 
exchanges.

Containers are anything that creates a boundary. Some 
containers exist in the physical world—for example, cubicles, 
offices, and meeting rooms. Other containers are psycho-
logical but can exert a strong influence on behavior—for ex-
ample, functional specialties (UI designers, testers, architects) 
can form strong containers. Timeboxes (the time allocated for 
a meeting or a task) also can be containers.

Differences are just that—differences that exist within a 
container or between containers. Differences can be about 
priority, power, or position. Within a software team (a con-
tainer), there are differences in technical expertise, domain 
knowledge, and experience. Differences in national origin, 
language, gender, and marital status may also influence pat-
terns within a team. Any time you have a group of people, the 
number of differences is huge. But not all the differences make 
a difference.

Exchanges are the flow of information, resources, and en-
ergy within a container or between containers. We’re most 
accustomed to seeing language-based exchanges, including 
talking, listening, and reading and writing emails and other 
documents. Policies, written procedures, and job descriptions 
are one-way exchanges that influence patterns of behavior 
across an organization.

Exchanges can take the form of resources, such as money 
and equipment that support the work. Exchanges can be one 
way, two way, or multi-directional. They can be full of content 
and nuance or sparse, conveying little information. Exchanges 
can have a long lag time before a response or be part of an im-
mediate feedback loop. None of these exchanges is necessarily 
better or worse; what matters is that the exchanges support a 
pattern that enables work rather than getting in its way.

You may notice that sometimes something is a container 
(e.g., a department of functional specialists) and sometimes 
it’s a difference (different functional specialists within a team). 
Systems are like that—entangled and overlapping, not nice 
and neat like the boxes on an organization chart. The re-
sult often is that when you change one thing, the change will 
ripple through the system in unexpected ways. A common 
example involves moving a member of a team to a different 
part of the office floor (a container change). If the team has 
gelled, the container change will impact exchanges even when 
the move is only a matter of yards. Proximity to other groups 
may inject additional differences as people hear new informa-
tion or change affiliation. In a system, you can’t just change 
one thing.

After hearing this explanation of the underlying factors 
that influence behavior, Sheldon was willing to try a new 
approach. “Maybe I’ve been missing something by looking 
at this as a problem with Frank. I really don’t want to lose 
Frank’s domain knowledge, so it’s worth a try.”

Seeing the System
First, Sheldon made a list of what he thought were the 

most important containers: the team, the planning meeting, 
the end-of-iteration demo, and the retrospective meeting.  

For each of these containers, he listed differences and ex-
changes, as shown in table 1.

Based on this analysis, Sheldon noticed that while the 
work was interdependent and he had asked the team to col-
laborate, the planning meeting didn’t support team ownership 
for completing work. “I’m asking for teamwork and mutual 
accountability,” he thought, “but the fact that people estimate 
stories individually works against that. So does the fact that 
people are taking individual responsibility for only the stories 
they’ve estimated. They aren’t really working as a team. They 
are still taking individual accountability and assigning indi-
vidual blame.”

Sheldon brainstormed a list of possible actions involving 
containers, differences, and exchanges, as shown in table 2.

“This is interesting,” Sheldon thought as he looked over 
his list. “Up until now, I’ve focused on changing Frank, either 
through talking to him about his personal process or through 
coaching him on estimating. It looks like there are options for 
changing Frank’s behavior by changing something other than 
Frank.” 

Sheldon decided that the planning meeting was the 
quickest and easiest place to try changing the pattern, since 
that’s where the individual focus on tasks started. He decided 
he’d ask team members to modify the way they did estimation 
within the planning meeting.  



Prior to the next planning meeting, Sheldon asked that 
three team members work together to break down the stories 
into tasks and then estimate the task together. The team was 
willing to try what he suggested.  

At first, team members were tentative in discussing stories 
that they didn’t know much about. But after a few minutes, 
people started asking questions and surprised themselves 
when they noticed that even questions they thought would 
be seen as stupid helped the team think differently about the 
analysis of the tasks needed to complete the story. When they 
got to the stories that Frank was most likely to work on, ev-
eryone held back. Frank started talking through his analysis 
of the work. Finally, one team member spoke up. “Frank,” 
Jen said, “I don’t want to criticize you, but I’ve noticed that 
your estimates are usually overly optimistic. I think it’s going 
to take twice as much time to test that database call.” Frank 
looked puzzled and asked, “What am I missing?”  Jen walked 
through her thought process as Frank frantically took notes. 
It was clear that he’d been missing some important knowl-
edge. “Why don’t we work on this together?” Jen suggested. 

Sheldon’s approach changed the container for team esti-
mating from an individual activity to a small group activity. 
Changing the container changed the differences—the triad 
had a more varied pool of technical knowledge and experi-
ence than each individual. With a larger container and greater 
differences, the exchanges broadened and the feedback loop 
became tighter. One change affected all because they are in-
terconnected.

It’s too soon to tell if Frank will become a better estimator,  
but something in the pattern has already shifted. Everyone on 
the team is learning more about parts of the system where 
they haven’t worked before. People are starting to learn more 
about each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and they are 
working together to achieve a common goal.  

Not every problem is a system problem. There are still 
problems that can only be attributed to individual action. But 
many times, a pattern of poor performance is at least partially 
attributable to the system. Research by Edwards Deming [1] 
and others indicates that around 20 percent of the problems 
are attributable to individuals, while 80 percent are system 
problems. As managers, we’re trained to focus on and assess 
individual performance. If you believe Deming (and I do), 
we often use our weakest lever to affect change. But when 
we learn to think in terms of containers, differences, and ex-
changes, we have one more tool in our toolbox to address the 
80 percent. {end}

derby@estherderby.com
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D esigning test data is difficult work. You must understand the 
requirements, design the test cases, and establish an envi-
ronment in which test data can be created, maintained, and 
reused efficiently. However, I’ve found the rewards can be 

spectacular: 90 percent productivity improvement for manual testing, 
increased test coverage, and foundational support for test automation.

Many testers spend the majority of their time locating the data they need for every test case 
or creating or conditioning the data if it is not available. Test data is typically taken from a 
copy or subset of production data that is frequently modified, making the contents unpredict-
able and the test data unreliable. The result is that only a fraction of the possible tests can be 
executed in the time allocated. However, with an inventory of well-designed and readily avail-
able test data, testers can execute orders of magnitude more tests in the same time. 

Test data can be organized in four categories, each of which requires a unique creation strategy. 
If you address each category correctly, your test data will be predictable, repeatable, and reusable.

Baseline
One approach to creating the ideal test environment is to start with a set of empty databases 

so that all data is loaded under strict control. My experience is that this is not effective. Gone 
are the days when databases contained data only as numbers and character strings. Today, in 
addition to that data, databases are complex repositories of procedures, pointers, and rules. 
Except in the case of an initial implementation of a new application, trying to build a database 
from scratch for each testing cycle is fraught with difficulty.

The most common source of baseline test data is production data. That data represents 
reality and is generally available in large volumes. But, production data changes constantly. If 
the test environment is refreshed every time there is a production database change, then test 
repeatability is lost.

The best strategy is to start with a copy or subset of production data and then condition it 
to meet your needs. First, you must assure that no confidential or sensitive information is con-
tained in the test database. Many laws and regulations require that names, addresses, social se-
curity numbers, account numbers, medical information—basically anything that can tie a real 
person to his private information—cannot be revealed to anyone without a need to know (and 
testers don’t need to know). This typically requires scrambling or obfuscating protected fields. 

One key to efficiency is to perform this obfuscation process as infrequently as possible. Ex-
tract updates of production data only when there is no alternative, because it means you have 
to repeat the conditioning of your test data.

Next, you must develop a strategy for aging the test data. This means keeping the same rela-
tive difference between any stored dates and the system date. This is important because many 
business rules use time: birth dates, expiration dates, shipping dates, due dates, and so forth. 
You must either change the system date back or roll the stored dates forward; otherwise, incor-
rect business rules could be triggered, making the test outcome unpredictable. 

So, how do you keep your test data current? By applying changes to the data in small 
batches but keeping the majority of the contents fixed. Treat your test data baseline like the 
valuable asset it is by continually adding new content that supports expanding test coverage. 

Finally, establish an archive-and-restore procedure to enable you to preserve and later re-
fresh the baseline. You may want more than one version of the baseline to allow you to ad-
vance the data to the next state, so testing can continue despite errors. For example, if an up-
date or interface fails, you are able to set the data to the post-update state and continue testing.

Interface
Very few systems operate totally independently. Most either receive data from or send data 

to other applications—some internal and some external. And, if you have created test data 
by conditioning production data, you have to keep synchronized any related data from those 
other systems.
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You have two options. If the data is received in batch 
mode, such as a transmitted file, you can condition, archive, 
and restore it along with your baseline and follow the same 
aging and other processes for it. The other option is to use 
a stub or simulation to mimic the interface so that either 
no data is actually received or you provide simulated, pre-
defined data.

And, don’t forget downstream interfaces. The application 
under test may create data for a downstream system, and it is 
equally important to maintain synchronization there. 

Input
Input data is presented to the system in the usual course of 

testing. Creating customers, orders, invoices, etc., is typically 
going to require robust test cases. With proper attention to 
test case design, these tests can do double duty by seeding the 
database with useful test data combinations and conditions 
that will trigger the features and business rules you need to 
test. Instead of trying to locate a customer who meets certain 
criteria, just create one through executing a test case. Cre-
ating data serves as a useful test and assures that you have 
a customer with the conditions you need for other tests. Of 
course, automation may help but, even for manual tests, it is 
often faster to create the specific data combination you need 
rather than look for it. Another benefit of creating input data 
is that refreshing from production does less harm because 
you are relying on data you add instead of existing data. 

It is tempting to automate the generation of this data. 
Tools are available that enable you to define business as 
well as standards rules (length, type, limits, etc.) to generate 
quickly all the combinations needed. But, my experience is 
that this doesn’t work very well. Yes, you can easily write the 
standard rules, and that may save some time. But it’s writing 
your special business rules—usually in a scripting language—
that is lethal. You’re effectively duplicating the logic of the 
system—once for the application and again for the test data 
creation—and that is a huge and complex effort. (Just ask 
your developers.)

But even for standard rules, beware. Test data genera-
tors can spew out reams of values, but sheer volume is not 
a virtue. Test cases take time to execute, track, report, and 
maintain. Less is more when it comes to test data. My advice 
is to use test data tools to cover the standard rules and help 
you with optimization techniques like all-pairs, then use ap-
plication experts to help you manually define the input data 
that will invoke the business rules. 

Finally, make your input data compatible with end-to-end 
testing. Don’t just consider one test case at a time and design 

the data for it. Instead, look at the entire data flow to make 
sure that you are creating data that can be reused throughout 
the end-to-end testing process. 

Output
It may seem counterintuitive, but the output data is the 

hardest to define. The reason is that the output is the expected 
result of the combination of the baseline, interface, and input 
data processed by the business rules and reported by the test 
process. Unlike input data, you can’t just make it up. It must 
accurately and precisely reflect the expected outcome of the 
test. While some outputs are simple calculations like multi-
plying units times price or adding a percentage for taxes, 
often, there are far more complex rules in play that take an 
expert to understand. 

Don’t fall into the trap of using the output values from 
existing production systems. What if those values are wrong? 
One of the most famous and expensive software defects ever 
reported lay undiscovered for years in a mortgage under-
writing application. The problem was an error in an incred-
ibly complex calculation, and it almost bankrupted the bank. 
The only way it could have been caught was for an expert to 
perform the calculation and compare the result to the soft-
ware. Simply comparing results between test and production 
masked the error instead of revealing it. 

Also, don’t buy the idea that you can just rewrite the cal-
culation or formula in a test generator. Unless you have more 
time and resources than the developers who wrote the appli-
cation, you can’t possibly re-create all of its logic. And, if you 
can do it faster and more accurately, you should be the devel-
oper.

That leaves you with the old-fashioned hard work of 
taking each and every test case—and each and every set of 
test data—and walking through the business process with an 
application expert who can tell you the outcome. I wish there 
were a shortcut, but there isn’t. Like most things, it takes ef-
fort to achieve something of value.

Having a well-designed test data environment is the single 
most valuable asset to a tester, and it is worth every bit of the 
effort it takes. Done right, it will save enormous amounts of 
time during test execution, help assure conditions are avail-
able to support comprehensive coverage, enable automation 
to extend coverage and efficiency even more, and—best of 
all—allow you to validate the critical processes and rules that 
make the software valuable to the business. {end}

linda@worksoft.com

“But even for standard rules, beware. Test data generators can 

spew out reams of values, but sheer volume is not a virtue. 

Test cases take time to execute, track, report, and maintain.”
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LoadLabs
DENVER, CO—ProtoTest has announced the launch of LoadLabs—the first and 
only flat-rate load and performance testing solution. LoadLabs represents a com-
pletely new way to think about load and performance testing.  

LoadLabs takes the hassle of load testing off your plate and helps deliver im-
proved online app and Web site performance in the most cost-effective way pos-
sible. Other load test services offer price “estimates,” which create a significant 
barrier to determining the cost effectiveness of a test. LoadLabs eliminates that 
variable.

Tests are done in about a week, and reports provide both top-line and highly 
detailed information. Retests are also included, so you can make sure your sites 
and apps work the way they are supposed to—before they go live. 

For more information, visit loadlabs.com. 

GUIdancer 4.1
BRAUNSCHWEIG, GERMANY—Version 4.1 of GUIdancer is available for im-
mediate download. This service release includes better support for working with 
very large test projects and has the added functionality of automatically taking 
screenshots when errors occur in tests. The new version also sees the Mac OS X 
support move from beta to fully supported. GUIdancer is an Eclipse-based testing 
tool that allows modular and agile acceptance testing for Swing, SWT/RCP, and 
HTML applications. 

GUIdancer’s new feature automatically takes a screenshot when an error oc-
curs in a test, reducing the effort required to analyze test failures and to document 
errors and their causes. Combined with the considerable extensions to test result 
reports in version 4.0, GUIdancer now provides the option of not only viewing a 
screenshot directly in the client but also of adding the screenshot to a BIRT report 
of the test run. Whether developing new tests or analyzing existing ones, this new 
screenshot function means that testers can quickly analyze errors occurring in 
their tests. 

GUIdancer 4.1 includes full support for the Mac OS X platform. The GUI-
dancer client can be used on Mac systems, and Swing and HTML applications 
(Firefox and Safari) can be tested on the Mac OS X platform. This addition al-
lows testing of applications on Windows, Linux, and Mac machines for cross-
platform peace of mind in acceptance testing. 

For more information, visit bredexsw.com. 

EggPlant for Linux
LONDON, UK—TestPlant has updated eggPlant for Linux with release of ver-
sion 10.2. Improvements include better GUI and Script Editor performance, and 
new SenseTalk commands. Engineers will notice reduced screen updates requested 
from the VNC server, improving connection performance with slower servers and 
on slower connections. This improvement will significantly help multi-located QA 
and development teams work proactively, reducing time to market.
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automatically capture most keyboard input by just typing. New SenseTalk fea-
tures expand eggPlant’s text handling and provide more options for value com-
parisons. Improved control over helper suites and enhancements to the case and 
bug submission panel allow version 10.2 of this universal GUI test tool to bring 
with it key features that reduce the learning and deployment curve of the tool, 
thus significantly helping QA engineers who are new to automation.

The updates to the Linux version strengthen eggPlant’s non-invasive architec-
ture, clever image recognition technology, and ability to deliver test results using 
less resource commitment. 

For a trial, visit testplant.com/products/eggplant_functional_tester/trial.
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by Dawn Haynes

What can I do to estimate testing 
activities more accurately?

I never liked being asked to estimate how long it will take to test something. Doesn’t every-
body know that it will take until the sun explodes to test software to the satisfaction of a 
tester? Besides, no matter how lean my estimates were, the team always chopped them in half 
to fit them in the schedule! After a while, I started to think asking for testing estimates was 
something between a trick question and a bad joke.

Finally, I decided that I must not even understand the question, so I started asking other 
folks how they estimated. Surprisingly the challenges were common, but I found most folks 
had a scheme accurate enough to make estimating less painful. Their techniques ranged from 
cynical (Ask how long until it ships, then use the answer as your estimate) to math-magical 
(Come up with what you think is an accurate number, then double it and add 3) and every-
thing in between.  

In every course I teach I get asked about better estimation. Compiled from much research, 
advice, and experience, here’s the set of working ideas that I share with folks striving to im-
prove:

Don’t estimate fantasy: If a target ship date is established, don’t estimate more time than 
is available between now and then. First, you’re highly unlikely to get a schedule extension 
based on your estimate. Second, this is your opportunity to change the question to “What 
testing do you think you can accomplish before the ship date?” That can lead to a conver-
sation about what testing is most critical and sometimes even get you that extension you 
wanted in the first place. Remember, your primary mission is to test what the stakeholders 
need you to test—not to test everything you want to test.

Learn about your projects: Identify things germane to your projects that you should consider 
in your estimates. Special tasks or activities (reviews, configuring test environments, creating 
test data), notable overhead items (meetings, activity logging, status reporting), even tenden-
cies (scope creep, changing requirements, late deliveries of software builds to test, blocking 
bugs, buggy builds, broken builds). Note these things and state that they can severely impact 
the accuracy of your estimates. 

Learn about yourself: Monitor your tasks and activities carefully for a while. Be sure to track 
all the things you do, don’t do, and why. Track approximately how long you invest in these 
things. Use these measures to figure out if they are worth doing on future projects and, if so, 
how long they might take. Consider time spent in meetings, email, mentoring others, and 
similar activities. Don’t forget to estimate the time spent learning from people or exploring 
the software or system prior to testing!

Post-process: Look to improve your estimates by looking back across your projects. Compare 
your actual efforts to your early estimates and tune future estimates accordingly. In the long 
term, remeasure and recalibrate continuously. Oh yeah, and don’t forget to allocate time for 
this in your estimate!

dhaynes@perftestplus.com
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possible, I collaborate with them. I ask a lot of questions and 
listen to the answers. I try to learn and talk their language, 
rather than trying to get them to talk mine. 

I have pretty strong views on consulting. I think empathy 
with the customer is central to effective consulting, and I don’t 
look down on customers because they don’t think about things 
the way I do. After all, I learn from them, too. (Although, if 
there’s a major disconnect, I might decide they’d be happier 
with a different consultant.) 

But, although it’s foreign to me, the prescriptive consulting 
model is legitimate, too—and it’s what a lot of clients prefer. 

Many organizations feel more comfort-
able with a consultant who can give im-
mediate answers and help them imple-
ment “best practices.” Or they choose 
a consultant who is known for pro-
moting a particular methodology. 

So where do you want to be on that 
consulting style spectrum? The answer 
will shape your eventual consulting prac-
tice and your customer base. If you want 
to be at the prescriptive end, then you’ll 
probably end up working mostly with 
clients who already think the way you 
do. If you want to be more open, then 
you’ll have more opportunities to work 
with a broader range of customers and 

possibly have a really positive influence on people you might not 
otherwise reach. 

I’ve talked about the advantages of working for a consulting 
firm. It’s only one of many ways to begin a consulting career, 
though, as it was my path, it’s the one I’m best qualified to talk 
about. If you don’t already know your preferred consulting 
style, this can be an opportunity to explore the spectrum. You 
will see examples of behavior that you want to emulate in your 
own practice and also of behavior you want to avoid. 

A consulting firm will teach you how to act like a consul-
tant and various other skills that will be useful to you later in 
your own business, including: how to write a proposal, how 
to sell—yourself and your services, how to write a profes-
sional consulting report that will engage management atten-
tion, and how to start a gig and how to wrap one up. You will 
have frequent interviews with potential clients and probably 

Hi Ben, 
Here’s some follow-up on our quick conversation yes-

terday. You asked what I thought you should do next to pre-
pare yourself to be a consultant. 

Did you notice how you asked the question? You began by 
saying, “I want to be a consultant like X.” I’ve since wondered 
what you were thinking. Do you know what kind of consultant 
X is? Do you know what kind of consultant you want to be? 

I don’t mean what you want to consult about, though 
that’s obviously basic. But it’s essential to know how you 
want to conduct yourself as a consultant in relation to your 
clients. How do you see yourself in a 
consulting role? What kinds of orga-
nizations and people do you want to 
work with? Do you want to help your 
clients or influence them—and do you 
see any difference? What kind of help 
do you want to offer? What kind of in-
fluence do you want to have? 

In my experience, there are two 
principal types of consultants. At one 
end of the spectrum is the group that 
is primarily prescriptive. These are the 
consultants who come in with a set of 
preconceived answers and ideas about 
the right way to do things. The big 
consulting firms tend to be like this, 
with a belief in industry best practices and packaged intellec-
tual property intended to implement them. So do some well-
known individual consultants who identify themselves with 
particular methods. 

At the other end is the consultant who comes in knowing 
how to approach problems but has an open mind about what 
the particular issues and solutions might be for a client. This is 
my preferred style of consulting. I may well have ideas about 
the best way to do lots of things, but I try to put the custom-
er’s needs first. Quite often, the customer knows the best solu-
tion for them, and it might not fit with my views about how 
testing (or software development or management or anything 
else) should be done. I try to understand their context and the 
reasons for their established practices, and I try to see what’s 
valuable about what they are already doing. I also work to 
open up the customer to other possibilities, but as much as 

“I think empathy with 

the customer is central 

to effective consulting, 

and I don’t look down on 

customers because they 

don’t think about things 

the way I do.”

So, You Want to be a 
Consultant?
Many practitioners see "consultant" as their ultimate career goal. But what 

does that really mean? Fiona Charles explains in this email response.

by Fiona Charles | www.quality-intelligence.com
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become very good at them. It will be a course in a different 
kind of professionalism from that appropriate to an employee. 

A less obvious benefit is the opportunity to try out the 
“consultant’’ lifestyle in a relatively safe environment. In my 
first consulting company, the branch manager had a saying: 
“If you’re still here in three years, you’re a consultant.” That 
was because about two-thirds of our new hires bailed out 
in the first three years, often shortly after their first project. 
Even on delivery projects, consultants have to be prepared 
to go somewhere new every few months, perhaps every few 
weeks. Not everyone has the stomach for constant change and 
uncertainty. Consultants need to be comfortable with never 
knowing where they’re going to be working next, what they’re 
going to be doing, with what technology, and with whom. 
They also need to be philosophical about not always being al-
lowed to finish a job. Better to try out your comfort level with 
those things when someone is paying you a regular salary than 
when you’re on your own and also worrying about whether 
you’re going to eat next week! 

Large firms will give you access to larger client organiza-
tions and projects but are typically prescriptive—important to 
keep in mind if that’s not where you want to go. Small firms 
may give you more scope to try out different roles, but large 
or small, if you decide to join a consulting firm, I recommend 

starting in its delivery practice rather than the consulting prac-
tice. This would mean working on software delivery projects 
at client sites. It would give you a really wide experience of 
a variety of companies and industries and an on-the-ground 
feeling for how they do software development and testing. It 
would help you understand their points of view—what mat-
ters to their businesses, how they think about risk, etc. Over 
time, you would build a well of experience from which to 
draw later as a consultant. And you’d probably also have op-
portunities to take on consulting projects with people from 
the firm’s consulting practice guiding you. 

Of course, there are also books you should read. Jerry 
Weinberg’s Secrets of Consulting [1] and More Secrets [2] top 
my list. Peter Block’s books are also excellent; you could start 
with Flawless Consulting. [3] 

Most importantly, Ben, picture yourself ten or twenty years 
from now. Who is the consultant you want to be? 

Best regards, Fiona {end}

This article originally appeared on StickyMinds.com.
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