
Software testing is usually on the critical 
path. Most testers feel the burden of the 
anxiety and impatience of managers and 
stakeholders, who expect testing activity 
to reflect it, and often express surprise to 
find this is not the case: when the storm 
everywhere else is reaching its height, the 
testers… wait. Why, when even small 
delays can have severe impact on the 
project timeline? Because while test 
execution is given high priority, providing 
the things needed to do it is not. Not 
having those things at the right times (i) 
delays the start of test execution; (ii) 
makes test execution take longer; and (iii) 
makes testing less effective and 
dependable by requiring more 
assumptions to be made.

Good test managers try to emphasize the 
advantages of early involvement and 
working in parallel with development, so 
that test execution can begin immediately 
and be done efficiently whenever work 
products are released. Unfortunately those 
concepts are still not well understood – or 
are not taken seriously – by other leaders, 
whose concern with project timescales 
tends to make them concentrate on 
removing any potential cause of delay to 
development, forcing more of the testing 
work to take place later, actually causing 
worse delays.

To help managers to reduce time-to-
market, we as testers need to get the 
measures required for better, more timely 
testing higher on their agenda. Trying to do 
this by making them understand testing 
better has failed. We might achieve more 
by focusing instead on what they do 
understand, highlighting the project issues 

that cause delay to testing and what might 
be done to eliminate it.

I recently carried out questionnaire-based 
research with testers in multiple industries, 
aiming to discover the causes of the 
wasted waiting time. This article discusses 
the three cited most often, and suggests 
approaches to arguing for project change 
that might help to mitigate them. That 
should keep testers busy for more and 
unduly pressurized for less, of the time, 
helping to bring about what everyone 
wants – quality products delivered faster.

Unavailability of test environment 
Test execution time is typically greatly 
increased because the test environment is 
unavailable, unstable or unusable. 

This is a familiar but still common situation 
for testers. I recently worked on a large 
project with a one-week release cycle. 
Unfortunately “release” meant only 
delivery of code. The deployment and 
configuration required to enable 
meaningful test execution and results 
checking took several days, reducing 
testing time to two or three days a week.

Unstable and slow environments are also 
commonly experienced. Both cause very 
significant delay and risk. In the first case, 
the environment crashes before the test is 
complete so it must be repeated 
unnecessarily. Casual testers – ie 
stakeholders and developers – who 
“explore” software often do not understand 
that “carrying on where you left off” is 
usually impossible and always dangerous 
in systematic testing. As well as wasting 
their time waiting for responses, sluggish 
interfaces affect testers' concentration and 
lead to mistakes. 

Discussions with project managers 
regarding test environments tend to be rare 
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To create and justify a strategy that will not 
fail because of waiting caused by unsafe 
assumptions, ask management:

expressed quantitatively (eg on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 1 is a blank sheet of 
paper and 10 is the complete, perfect 
design), how detailed can we expect 
documented requirements to be (i) 
before the testing project begins; (ii) at 
management-defined milestones in the 
critical path of the development 
project?

how accurate can we expect 
documented requirements to be, as a 
proportion of the final features of the 
accepted product, at those critical 
milestones?

is the information needed by the 
various project participants, including 
testers, identified and agreed before 
system definitions are documented?

where detailed documentation of that 
information is not to be available, are 
information sharing activities to replace 
it planned?

Other reasons testing time is lost
The research identified four other common 
issues that force testers to wait. The full 
results and many more suggestions are 
included in a comprehensive checklist, 
intended to offer a fresh approach to 
opening and maintaining productive 
dialogue. Its questions align with the 
concerns and areas of expertise of project 
management, helping to eliminate time 
wasting from any testing effort. The 
checklist is available free at 
http://www.smartest.nl/toolstemplates/
procesverbetering 

Delay in fixing show-stopping bugs 
Testing aims to find the most important 
bugs first, but those bugs are often 
showstoppers which cause testing to be 
suspended until they are fixed. But, how 
long will that take? It's hard to say. Bug 
fixing is seldom a well-managed process. 
It's important to ensure that management 
realises and takes into account the fact 
that while incidents are being reported, 
reproduced, discussed and resolved, 
testers will often be waiting.
When discussing this problem with 
management, ask the following questions:

is the incident management 
mechanism sufficient and are all who 
should using it correctly?

if an incident occurs and a tester is 
unsure whether to raise it, what should 
he or she do?

does the project plan allocate sufficient 
time for incidents to be resolved 
(investigated and, if necessary, fixed)? 
Do its estimates take into account 
quality, complexity and commenting of 
code and availability of the people 
needed to resolve incidents?

Lack of sufficient information about the 
system 
Every tester understands the importance 
of getting system definitions 
(specifications, requirements, use cases, 
stories etc) as early as possible. If they are 
late, test preparation is made difficult, 
causing subsequent time-consuming 
change. If they must be chased, the time 
for test preparation is reduced, with the 
same result. If they are inadequate, the 
time taken to discuss incidents is 
increased, impacting bug-fix time.

because they are seen as a side issue, not 
contributing directly to the delivered 
product. It needs to be made clear that if 
release and testing of code are on the 
critical path then so is making the release 
testable. The concept of a timeline event 
called “release to testing” – which occurs 
only after (i) the developers have released 
not a build but a full installation and (ii) the 
testers have verified it might help. Failing 
that, asking the following questions will help 
to anticipate problems and taking action to 
make more of the answers positive will 
reduce execution time.

are test environment considerations 
being included in project risk 
management?

has the number of environments, and 
instances of each, been established or 
estimated?

does the test plan include identification 
and the project plan creation and 
maintenance of test data?

have the specifications of environments 
yet to be created been documented and 
agreed?

have the stability and performance of 
environments already created been 
assessed?

will there be any requirement to share 
environments with other activities or 
projects? 

does the project plan include allocation 
of environments to testing and does the 
schedule show the associated 
dependencies?

have technical support resources 
required to provide and configure user 
accounts and then to assist users of the 
environments? 

has configuration management to enable 
environments to be reproduced exactly, 
and to track change and difference 
between environments, been 
implemented?
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