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Building a Software
Testing Team

Insights on Hiring Software Testers

By Philip Lew, CTFL , CEO of XBOSoft

Learn about:
Finding the right people.
What qualities to look for.

Building and then keeping the
team together.
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INTRODUCTION
O Finding the
Right People Having founded XBOSoft over ten years ago,
we’ve hired and worked with not just dozens but
O What Qualities thousands of software testers. We are a service-
to Look For oriented business, so the quality of our product -
our service — is entirely and directly based on our
O Building and Then people. Whether our clients are satisfied or not is
Keeping the Team not dependent on features and functions, but on
Together various elements of the services we provide.

With our emphasis on quality and service, you could
say we are really in the business of hiring, training
and retaining the right people for our company. That
sounds quite simple, but as most people know, it’s
not so easy. In this article, we’ll discuss the first
step in hiring the right candidates by examining our
processes and key qualities we look for when hiring
software testers.
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@ Finding the Finding the
Right People Right People

O What Qualities
to Look For

As described by Joel Spolsky in “Joel on Software,
we want people who are:

O Building and Then
Keeping the Team
Together

1. Smart
2. Get stuff done

Joel said this simple heuristic is all you need! And
it is. Of course you want someone smart, right?
But “smart” could mean someone who has a lot
of knowledge and can talk your ear off about the
universe and the many books they’ve read. When
they leave your office, you’re thinking “What did
they say?” On the other hand, you could have
someone who really charges forward and gets
things done. But if they aren’t smart, they could be
making the wrong things happen.

It’s best to have both qualities in one person. Of
course this is ideal, but sometimes you need some
people who are smart (but don’t get much done) to
figure out what to get done. These people need to
be complemented by doers who can get stuff done.

It has taken us a while to figure this out, and it
certainly requires more than an interview to identify
these qualities in a candidate. It’s a combination of
practices that we’ve developed and listed below:
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BLIND INTERVIEWS:
@ Finding the When we interview a newbie, we have a few rules
Right People or parts of our process. Firstly, they have individual
interviews. We want each interviewer to form their
O What Qualities own opinion, so we don’t allow the interviewers to
to Look For talk to each other or see each other’s assessment.
O Building and Then We have several rounds of interviews and some
Keeping the Team interviews take place with no resume. We do this
Together because we feel that sometimes a resume can bias

the content of the interview. If you see someone
with an lvy League resume, you may interview them
differently than someone with a community college
resume. We got this idea from Malcolm Gladwell’s
book, Blink, where he discusses the effect of blind
auditions in eliminating gender bias in the hiring of
new orchestra members. By placing the auditions
behind a curtain, judges were not able to rely on
their natural biases. For example, a judge might
have a gender bias regarding tuba players, thinking
that women have weaker lungs than men, making
them “weak” before they even played a note.

HANDS-ON TESTS:

You can only tell so much from an interview.
Someone can talk and present themselves well and
that should be a clue as to their hands-on abilities -
but not always. Therefore, we also give candidates a
real test in creating and designing test cases, finding
defects, and writing down the defects. The test case
design shows how they think through an actual
problem. Defect writing not only shows their ability to
find defects, but just as important how they present
the defect such that a developer can characterize
and fix it.
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WRITTEN TESTS:
@ Finding the We give several types of written tests. Some could
Right People be as simple as finding a defect and documenting
it. Other tests we give include reading a client email
O What Qualities and determining priorities from the email; sensing the
to Look For “mood” of the client from the email; or reading a test

case and figuring out where there may be ambiguities.

O Building and Then

Keeping the Team ORAL TESTS:

Together Many times, we do role plays with the interviewee.
We present them with some background information
on a situation and then have a role play with them
improvising what to do and say during the course
of the scenario. We may also give them 15 minutes
to research a topic (it does not have to be related
to testing) and have them give a short five-minute
presentation. We’re interested in seeing them prepare
quickly, think on their feet, and understand what is
important and pertinent to present — and what is not.

PROBLEM SOLVING TESTS:

Sometimes we have general problem solving tests
totally unrelated to software testing. We do this in
both verbal and written settings as some candidates
may think faster on their feet while others like to sit
and analyze carefully. In both cases, the tests can
tell us how the candidate thinks and organizes their
thoughts.

PAIRING EXERCISES:

We give a short exercise in which the candidate
works with a staff member. This helps us to see how
they work with others in real time, and how they
communicate. This gives us a first hand look at their
technique, methods and thinking process.
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N What Qualities

Right People to Look For

@ What Qualities COMMUNICATION SKILLS:

to Look For Regardless of whether a person is a newbie or
experienced tester, we need good communicators. It's
rare that you’d have a good writer who cannot express
their thoughts verbally as well. If you have a poor writer
then most times they will also be a poor speaker.
Those that can’t spend time to organize their thoughts
on paper will probably also not be able to express
themselves in a clear and organized way verbally either.
So reading and writing are critical parts of our interview.

FLEXIBILITY:

When we recruit an experienced tester, we really have
to think about cultural fit, their skill match with our
immediate needs, and their ability to adapt those skills.
Many times, we use different tools for different clients,
so we don’t want someone who “only programs in
C#”. Most people can program in multiple languages,
but some just can’t. So, often we ask for pseudo code
rather than any particular language. That is a test in
itself as we give no definitions and want candidates to
be able to work in undefined environments.

PASSIONATE:

One of the questions we ask is what the candidate
does with their spare time. While they may answer that
they like to go hiking, we are looking for side projects
which are indirectly related to their craft. This shows
that they really love their work and it carries over into
their hobbies. We may ask what books they have read
lately. This also gives us a clue as to what they are
interested in, and if they have a passion for learning.

O Building and Then
Keeping the Team
Together
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ACADEMIC CREDENTIALS:

O Finding the Some of the mistakes we’ve made include hiring
Right People fresh graduates with what we thought to be good
potential based on their grades. We have hired
@ What Qualities some of the brightest students with the best
to Look For grades, and they show up for work and can’t do a
thing — we have to tell them what to do. Because
O Building and Then there is no teacher to hand out assignments or tell
Keeping the Team them when the final exam is, they have a hard time
Together finding their way on their own. On the other hand,

we’ve hired students that didn’t do well in school
and struggled, getting barely passing grades. Some
of these students turn out to be the best software
testers on our team. That’s why, at XBOSoft, we
don’t really care too much about the grades people
get in school, nor do we care much if it is a “name
brand” school.

CERTIFICATIONS:

As with academic credentials, certifications are not
accepted at face value. However, we do see them
providing benefits to the other parts of our process.
For instance, if candidate uses terms that are not
consistent with “standard” ASTQB terminologies
during the verbal part of the interview, then we feel
they should acknowledge how many people define
the term, how they see and understand that their
terms are different, and why they use them. This

is the same for all parts of the process, including
the written and pairing session. In a way, ASTQB
certifications satisfy one of the base requirements,
communication skills, because we want our testers
to speak the same language and have similar
reference points.
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PROBLEM SOLVING AND
O Finding the OPEN MINDED THINKING:
Right People While we naturally want candidates who can solve
problems quickly and logically, we care mostly about
@ What Qualities the candidate’s thinking skills and the ability to create
to Look For their own style based on many different sources.
The candidate should recognize that all schools of
O Building and Then thought or sources of information have strengths
Keeping the Team and weaknesses, and be able to take the best from
Together any and all sources. We like those who ask intelligent

questions that show how they think about a problem
and demonstrate different ways to approach a
problem. More importantly, we look for those that go
one step further and ask questions to figure out what
problem is the right problem to solve.

ATTENTION TO DETAIL:

This is a key element of the quality of “get stuff
done” as mentioned above. Firstly, they must do the
right thing, but if they don’t have attention to detail,
this is a real killer. All the little things add up, such
as misreading an email to not fully understanding
what is important to the client.

These are some of the qualities — the raw materials
— we look for to create a software testing expert at

XBOSoft. Because our employees tend to stay for

a long period of time, I’d like to think this is at least
part of the reason why: We give them the freedom

to think and be wrong, and create new ways rather
than follow any particular school of testing.
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O Finding the BUiIding and Then
Right People Keeping the Team
O What Qualities Together

to Look For

If you’ve spent the time to build a strong team, you
want to keep them! | look around the facility, see
our testers hard at work, and recognize a diversity
of paths to our company. Many of them came in as
fresh new engineering graduates, while others came
in with many years experience.

@ Building and Then
Keeping the Team
Together

Almost all of them have stayed with XBOSoft for
quite some time, some over nine years since our
founding. Along the way, we’ve learned some
valuable lessons in finding the right people.

We have also recognized the importance of being
able to blend in with our company’s culture. That’s
critical to the next most important part in building a
team, keeping them on the team. When you think
about team members coming and going, some
companies think that they want fresh blood coming
in constantly, while shedding team members that are
not ideal. However, our philosophy is that to build

a championship team, you need a team that stays
together. Based on the results so far, it’s working.
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