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A personal approach and value-
chain thinking – Two pillars of 
successful testing

by Derk-Jan de Grood

Increasing importance of the personal approach

Whilst working, we desire personal contact. We do not want to 
feel like we are just a part of an administrative or mechanical 
super-machine. Recently, new ways of working have taken flight 
in the corporate world. Not in the first place because these allow 
for working flexible hours from home, but above all because we 
like to undertake our work in an engaging and stimulating way. 
We are looking for satisfaction, and are allowed more and more to 
act as an individual. As a result of this, a trend is emerging within 
organizations where personal feelings are no longer a taboo. A 
personal approach is becoming increasingly important, and in 
the coming years, more and more organizations will adopt this 
personal approach. 

André is a freelance project manager and recognizes that there is 
more room for a personal approach nowadays. “As a freelancer I 
have had a lot of intake interviews with new clients. I realize that 
more and more often I elaborate how I want to do my work. It is 
appreciated that I detail both why this way of working fits me, and 
where my pitfalls are. I enjoy this, because it gives me the feeling 
that I am being hired because of who I am, and not because I am 
a machine that can perform a certain task.”

Increasingly many professionals learn to show their weaknesses. 
“Getting Naked” (Lenconi, 2010) shows that companies with a 
culture where employees can share their doubts and insecurities 
and openly name their pitfalls can be very successful. Especially in 
organizations where the human dimension is paramount, testing 
can have an important role. This is why in future testing will be 
more and more focused on delivering comfort. In his latest book 
“Grip on IT” (Grood, 2011), Derk-Jan de Grood points out that IT is 
traditionally a technology driven sector. For this reason, personal 
motives are often neglected in daily practice. He investigates 
how key individuals act in projects that are under high pressure. 
Project managers and clients are looking for success, comfort and 
a feeling of “I have got grip on my project”. Loss, pain and fear, 
on the other hand, are strong negative drivers that should not 
be ignored. What happens if the players are pushed out of their 
comfort zone and fear of failure is a prominent factor?

Testers will focus more on the personal motives of their stakehold-
ers. By understanding the personal interests and motives of these 
stakeholders, they can tailor their services. 

Yasmin: “I have met a lot of testers who have regularly had a deja-vu 
moment. Sighing they explained that it was so difficult to establish a 
mature testing process, that they got insufficient commitment from 
their managers, and that they felt that the organization was not 
really interested in testing. Recognizable, but not necessary. I myself 
try to understand what drives my clients: what does this project 
mean for them, when will they start to worry, and what criteria 
are they themselves being evaluated on? It is these things which 
determine what decisions will be made. Some project managers will 
never really put themselves in a vulnerable position, but the norm 
is shifting from strictly business to more personal. This will increas-
ingly enable us testers to add value. When a client is afraid that the 
users will dislike a system, then we will come up with an activity 
to investigate whether this is true. For example, a demo or process 
simulation. If the customer indicates that he is worried about the 
performance of the system, then we plan a focused review, or we 
organize a session with a performance specialist, business architect 
and developer. In short, we do not test because we are testers, but 
we add value because we provide an answer to our stakeholders’ 
questions. In cases where we lack techniques, measures and knowl-
edge, we will as testers think out-of-the-box and collaborate. Here, 
we will increasingly draw on other disciplines, such as Lean, the 
petrochemical, automotive or the gaming industry.”

By choosing a personal approach and by connecting with the 
personal experiences of the stakeholders in the project, testing is 
changing from being methodically driven to being context driven. 
The emphasis shifts toward the value that the stakeholders attach 
to the output of the process, and this varies from person to person. 
Testing becomes a process with staff from different disciplines. 
Therefore, testers will find new challenges in the near future, 
as they will have to be more open themselves. When they col-
laborate, they will have to indicate where their strengths lie, and 
what their pitfalls are. They will also have to learn how to engage 
in a personal dialog, so they can build trust and empathize with 
others. In addition we will have to find substantial new ways to 
deliver stakeholders that what they are so eagerly looking forward 
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to: a supplier that helps them reduce their worries, giving them 
assurance where they are uncertain, and above all increases the 
success of their projects.

Thinking based on value chains

The personal approach as detailed in the last paragraph helps 
increase a project’s chance of success. By having a good under-
standing of the needs of the business, the focus shifts away from 
the activities themselves to the value of output of the process. The 
second pillar that a project’s success relies on is a good organiza-
tion of the value chain. This requires a good understanding of 
the business. Once we have this understanding, we can ‘align’ 
our activities.

The value chain originated from manufacturing and is known 
from the theory of constraints. It has also made its mark within 
Lean. A value chain can be well explained by means of a conveyor 
belt process. The product on the belt undergoes a number of 
operations. Every operation adds value: it leads to a shippable 
product. For every operation, ‘waste’ can also arise: operations 
that cost time and materials, which will not end up in the final 
product. Logically, we want to accentuate adding value in every 
step of the chain, whilst reducing waste.

Activities contribute to the aim pursued, whilst also having a waste 
element.

Although the value chain exists since 1985 (Porter, 1985), its impor-
tance will strongly increase over the next years in the IT industry 
as a whole, and in the testing services sector in particular. Due to 

market expectations and economic developments, there is high 
pressure to perform better and more efficiently. Thinking in value 
chains helps to focus on those developments that matter, aiding 
in winning the efficiency battle. In the realm of IT, thinking in value 
chains means that every party involved in software development 
is aware of their contribution to the final result.

André is employed by a firm working in the energy sector, which 
has adapted the value chain methodology. “Within our organi-
zation we are strongly aware of the fact that all energy must be 
put into creating solutions which add value, as we dislike wasting 
energy in our sector. Therefore, management has put forward 
some clear principles”. 

Each step has a clear goal

Employees can explain the purpose of the step on which they are 
working. This is expressed in clear acceptance criteria or a clear 
‘Definition of Done’. For them it is clear which problem must be 
solved. Most activities are in fact still done on commission. So the 
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client has made clear what his needs are, when the results meet his 
or her expectations, and what the (sub)product is being used for.

The success criteria of the next step are taken into account

An activity or process step does not solely have a goal, but also 
provides something. Usually, this is an input for another discipline. 
A draft for instance can be used by developers to build the system, 
by testers as a test basis and by the users to verify if the system is 
fit-for-purpose. In a value chain, the ‘pull’ is more important than 
the ‘push’. This results in a lot of attention for subsequent steps. 
The goal is to proceed through every step of the chain in the most 
optimal way, and every previous step facilitates this process. This 
means that employees know who they are working for, and what 
success criteria apply to the receiving party.

Clear reporting

Parties inform each other. The communication between these par-
ties is clear regarding the chosen approach, and how this approach 
adds value towards the ultimate goals. If there is waste, the parties 
can explain why this waste is necessary and thus acceptable. The 
reports are written in an unambiguous way, so that they answer 
questions. The parties involved know what they can and have to 
do with the information presented to them. 

Business can detail the value of each chain 

Due to the points mentioned in the previous paragraphs, the busi-
ness is involved. They know which parties are working to achieve 
their goals. They ask clear questions, and they know which party 
should answer which question. 

These guidelines seem to work well in practice. I regularly use them 
myself to determine whether my focus is correct. 

For testers, the properties mentioned above mean that they have 
to be able to explain their role and its added value. Testers should 
be knowledgeable about the possibilities for the test strategy, 
and the decisions they make for this test strategy should be well 
informed. The testers should connect with the business in order 
to identify their needs, allowing them to take the right decisions 
gaining the business’ commitment. Testers will also have to speak 
the language of developers (who have to solve issues, and who 
need a clear explanation why certain tests need to be performed), 
administrators (who will be using the tests during regression 
testing), users (who will work with the application), etc. Testers 
will need to switch between the macro and micro levels even 
more than they are doing now. Whether they rotate in a SCRUM 
team or have the role of acceptance manager, they will have to 
be able to identify risks, and be able to clearly explain these risks 
to the stakeholders, what this means for the next steps, and for 
the final goal.
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works for Valori and is an ex-
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