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I don't need to ask if you test and debug your products. We all do! But we are not all successful at ensuring that our products are "good enough!" In fact, many of us find that, in spite of our best efforts, the products that we put into production are disappointing. We are doing Quality Control activities only to find that they have been less than effective.

Ensuring that our product is "good enough" takes more than just trying hard! It requires that we do the right things, and that we do them well.

What Is Quality Control?
PMI's Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) uses a lot of words to describe quality control (QC) because the PMBOK Guide applies to any kind of project, from building skyscrapers to putting on a play. But for those of us involved in IT projects QC means testing, possibly technical reviews and, of course, debugging.

Many of us call these activities "Quality Assurance" (QA). We discussed the difference between QA and QC in part two of this series, so we will not repeat that discussion here. Just realize that this article on QC is all about quality activities that you have probably engaged in.

QC is all about ensuring that the products we produce are, indeed, good enough. We discussed identifying what "good enough" means in part one of this series. Without that definition and a plan for how to achieve it, we are unlikely to hit that mark. But the best-laid plans won't do us much good if our QC activities are not effective.

Effective Testing
Everyone tests. But some people's tests are better than others'. Some testing detects as few as 30% of the defects that exist in the product, leaving the majority to be found later (possibly by the end-users of the product!) On the other hand, some organizations can boast that they detect and remove 60% or even 70% of the defects in their tests.

Why is there such a huge range of accomplishment? Why is the gap between the best and the worst performance so large? There are many things that contribute to effective testing, and the highly effective organizations have identified what works and put those things into practice consistently. The poor performers just test and hope for the best.

What testing activities does your organization employ? Are they consistent? Are they effective? Do you have a way to determine if they are effective? Here are some examples of the things that contribute to effective testing.

1. Testing Objectives. Determine exactly what you are trying to accomplish in the testing. (Unit testing, integration testing, system testing, and acceptance testing each have a different objective from the others.) 

2. Test Strategy. How are you going to achieve your test objective? 

3. Test Cases. Exactly what do you intend to do? (The testing gurus recommend that you have specific test cases for 80% of the time you intend to test and do random flow-of-consciousness testing only about 20% of the time.) 

4. Entry Criteria and Exit Criteria. How do you know that the product is ready to be tested? And how do you determine when testing is done? 

5. Test Professionals. People who have been trained and are experienced in testing have built a skill set that makes them more effective than other software professionals would be at testing. 

6. Test Environment. How well is your test environment controlled? And how closely does it resemble production? The best testing is done in an environment that is separate from development and insulated from (but nearly identical to) production. 

7. Configuration Management. How well do you control the product that is being tested? When changes to the product are not carefully controlled (including the fixes to the bugs found in testing), regressions are more likely and are less likely to be noticed. 
Effective Technical Reviews
Many organizations do little in the way of technical reviews of the products they produce. Often, the reason given is, "We tried reviews and they weren't effective." (If they gave up on reviews for this reason, then why haven't they given up on testing, too?) 

Organizations that have committed to becoming adept at technical reviews report that they can detect up to 80% of the defects in the product in those reviews! How do they achieve this amazing result? Just as effective testing requires work, technical reviews will not be effective if they are done in a haphazard way. Here are some ways to make technical review work for you.

1. Review Process. Just saying, "Please look at this for me," is not effective. A well-thought-out review process is required if the reviews are to find many defects. 

2. Reviewers. Choosing the right reviewers means identifying a few people who have the requisite technical knowledge and product understanding, and who can commit the time needed to do a good job of the review. 

3. Review Checklists. We humans are very consistent in the mistakes we make. Using past mistakes to compile a review checklist can ensure that the reviewers will find the mistakes that have probably been made. 

4. Time. Reviews cannot be rushed. When reviewers try to work quickly, their effectiveness suffers. 

5. Individual Reviews. The best reviews are done by individuals alone at their desks. Concentrated and focused time is essential. 

6. Review Meetings. When individual reviews are followed up with review meetings, the results are maximized because of the synergy of the reviewers discussing the work product with each other. (But the meeting must be preceded by individual reviews for this effect to be seen.) 

Effective QC
Although there are other QC activities that you might engage in, these two (testing and technical reviews) are the ones that are most commonly used and have proven that they can be used effectively.

If your organization is struggling to achieve quality that is "good enough," you have much opportunity to make great improvements. 
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