- Huib Schoots

Hiring the right people for a job is hard and often lot of work. When I look at the job offers for testers I see a lot of
rubbish and that makes me nervous. I think those job ads show that there is still a lot of misunderstanding about
testing and what testers do. That makes it harder to find the right people for the job. In this article I share my
experience and will highlight what I think is important when companies try to hire testers.
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I have been in the testing business for quite some time and I have a lot of experience with hiring testers from
different perspectives. Whilst as a test manager for projects and as a line manager for a bank I conducted many job
interviews to hire testers. We hired experienced testers as well as people directly from school. I have been in the
secondment business for over 10 years and have done many job interviews to get hired for projects and consultancy
assignments.

What are professional testers?
I often talk about testers and testing skills. I like to make a distinction between “professional testers” and “testers
by profession”. The last category are people who have the job mainly because it is a way to make a living and they
do not act like a real professional should do. They know little about what they do and they do not study their craft.
They never read professional literature and they only want to do courses if the boss is paying. They just do their job
9 to 5 and go home and want to forget about their work because they do not really enjoy it. Testers by profession
just do something that seems to be working and can’t explain effectively what value their testing is adding to the
company.

Companies always want to hire the best tester possible. And I believe professional testers are a minority. Testing is
a difficult, complex and demanding profession. That is why companies should be careful when hiring people to do
testing. Professional testers have the right characteristics: knowledge, skills, experience, attitude, ethics and values.
The trick in hiring professional testers is to recognize a professional and match the right mix of characteristics to the
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characteristics of the job. Sounds simple right? I learned over the years that this is not as simple as it sounds. Later
in this article I will present my heuristics to recognize a professional tester.

Problem solving

I like to approach recruitment as problem solving. Think of it like this: when you want to hire a tester, you have a
problem. You are understaffed, you need different skills or maybe you need better people? It can be anything. The
first step is to take some time to define what the problem is that you need to solve.

Recruitment takes a lot of time and could be expensive. You want to make sure you are solving the right problem
by hiring the right tester. Do you really need new people? And if you think you do, who do you need to solve that
problem? What are the characteristics you are looking for?

Vague job characteristics don’t help

Many job ads are very vague and badly written. There are no clear characteristics mentioned of the person they are
looking for and the attitude they expect from the person they are trying to hire. To me that is often a sign how the
company advertising thinks about testing. If you have a weak job description, don’t be surprised if weak applicants
respond and try to get the job you are advertising. Be very specific in what you are looking for, don’t be afraid that
only a few people will react. Being very specific helps candidates determine if they fit and you will see that people
who take the time to react, mostly are a better fit for your company.

Bad examples

“Bachelor’s Degree in Computer Science or related field, or equivalent work experience” tells the candidate that
almost anything is okay. I suggest to tell why this is important.

“Ensure that project deliverables are defect free”

tells the candidate that the company doesn’t really understand what testing is about.

“Education: ISTOB / TMAP” tells me nothing. What do you want? Experience with it? Or only the foundation
certificate? It might tell the candidate that certification is valued over testing skills or that the recruiter isn’t able to
describe which testing skills are important for the job.

“Developing, implementing and executing test plans” tells the candidate that it is actually a testing job as the job
title was already saying.

Be clear in what you expect

Finding the right candidates takes a clear expectation of what you are looking for. All aspects of the person you
are looking for should be in there: knowledge, skills, experience, attitude, ethics and values. Also add something
in your job description on why the tester wants to work for you. It can be an awesome product, the company
culture or great benefits.

Good examples

Brightpearl advertises this:

“Exploratory testing - and we mean serious, structured exploratory testing, not just a buzzword. You'll have heard of and
read Cem Kaner’s work and others.”

This clearly states what knowledge they expect from you.

NewVoiceMedia has job descriptions where they describe clear values of the company: “We value ownership and
curiosity”, what they expect from you: “Share your passion for your work internally and externally” and they tell you
how those attitudes and values are translate in expected behaviour: “Care about the company, the quality of the
product and the user experience.” and “Take on epic challenges that push you out of your comfort zone.” RES Software
clearly state what they expect from a tester and what a tester can expect from their colleagues: “You know how to
convince a rock-star developer about a possible improvement in the software and have him buy you a drink afterwards.” and
“You test everything in your life, your new telephone, your new car, a piece of code and the quickest route to your new job.”
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Selection: add an extra threshold

After you have defined the problem and the
characteristics to solve the problem, the fun really starts.
I would recommend adding an extra threshold for
people who want to react. Let them write a cover letter
in which they have to describe why they think they fit
the description. This also gives them the chance to
explain if they do not have the required experience or
knowledge, but they still think why they could fit.
Another way of doing that is to add a challenge to the
process. Candidates who want to apply for the job need
to test something and send their report to you or they
have to answer some questions like “Describe testing
and quality in your own words” or “How would you
test website X if you have one day to test it” and have
them send their answer together with their resume.
Putting up an extra threshold helps in two ways: it will
discourage people who aren’t really serious or lazy and
it will give you some idea of the skill level of the
candidates reacting.

The interview: “practice what you preach”

I have a lot of experience as interviewee in job
interviews. The thing that strikes me the most, is that
only very rarely I have been asked to actually test
something. And I think that is a very risky way of hiring
people. How can you be sure that they can test and not
only are good in talking about it? Have the candidates
shown that they actually can do what they claim in their
resumes. Let a candidate test manager create, present
and defend a test strategy and have a tester test a piece
of software during the interview. Don’t step in the trap
of thinking that it will take too long to work with them.
Take time to let them test! Let them explain how they
work and how they think. It is the thought process that
interests me. In my recent webinar [ref 2] I have
presented some ideas to test the candidate during an
interview.

Also ask questions that search for evidence of what they
claim: ask questions like: “Can you give me an example
of how you applied test technique X or method Y?”. The
most important question I always ask is how the
candidate learns. A very important aspect of testing is
learning about the product and learning is essential for
professional testers. After the official interviews, I try to
setup something for the team to meet the candidate and
spend time together so they get to know each other and
give the candidate a chance to get know the organisation
better. Cultural fit in the organisation and the team is
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one of the most important things you want to assure. If
the person doesn’t fit the culture, no matter how
qualified you will have a serious problem in the end.
Remember that recruitment comes from two sides: you
have to make sure the candidate matches the profile and
the candidate has to determine if they want to work for
your company.

Rushing job interviews will get the wrong problem
solved as the wrong person gets hired. Spending more
time on defining the problem and selecting the right
candidate will pay back in the long term by having a
perfect fit for your organisation.

How to recognize professional testers?

In March this year I wrote a blog post called “Heuristics

for recognizing professional testers” [ref 3] in which I

presented 18 heuristics to recognize a professional

tester. Use these heuristics in your recruitment process.

1. Have a paradigm of testing & can explain approach

2. Love what they do & are passionate about the
testing craft

3. Consider context first and continuously

4. Consider testing a human activity to solve complex
problems

5. Know that software development and testing is a
team sport

6. Know that things can be different

7. Ask questions before doing anything

8. Use diversified approaches

9. Know that estimation is more like negotiation

10. Use test cases and test documentation wisely

11. Continuously study their craft

12. Have courage and refuse to do bad work

13. Are curious and like to learn new things

14. Have important interpersonal skills (like writing &
communication skills, social and emotional skills,
problem solving, decision making, coaching,
teaching, being proactive and assertive)

15. Have excellent testing skills (like thinking,
analytical skills, modelling, risk analysis, planning
and estimation, applying many different test
techniques, exploring, designing experiments and
observation)

16. Have sufficient technical skills (like coding or
scripting skills, being able use tooling, SQL skills,
being able to configure and install software,
knowledge and skills to work on different
platforms)
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17. Do not fear learning & are not afraid to make
mistakes
18. Happy and willing to share their knowledge

This long list of heuristics might give the impression
that we are looking for a super tester who has all these
characteristics. That is why I call them heuristics, some
may help you, and others may not apply in your
situation. Not every job requires every heuristic
mentioned. Since people work in teams, other team
members will have some of the skills. Also, knowing the
candidate lacks certain skills doesn’t have to be a
problem as such. If the candidate is willing to learn and
your company is willing to invest in the candidate, the
problem can be solved after hiring the candidate.

To be able to use these heuristics effectively demands
that you know what you are looking for. It also
demands that you are able to distinguish skilled testers
from non-skilled testers.

Conclusion

Hiring the right tester is hard and often a lot of work. To
attract the right people make sure the problem that
needs to be solved is clearly defined and an explicit job
description that matches the problem is written.
Seriously testing the candidates will help you hire only
the very best: the one that really wants to work for you
and who is a perfect match for the job opening you have.
Remember that professional tester will grow and get
better once you have hired them while testers by
profession will not grow too much.

Rob Lambert (@rob_lambert) is currently writing a
series of blog post on the same topic. If you want to learn
more about hiring professional testers, I recommend
you read his blog. The series can be found here:
http://thesocialtester.co.uk/category/hiring-testers/
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