After All This

Time,

A Tool

Maker Listens!

For over six years now, I've
been doing mry best to pro-
vide meaningful feedback
to testing tool vendors—
particularly performance
testing and load generation
ton] vendors, ['ve provided
feedback as a Fag,'ing chient,
as a services partner, as the
author of over 30 articles
about a parti cular tool, as
a target of market
rescarchers who call when doing their
quarterly stock valuations, and as some-
one with enough voice in the field that
vendoms often ask me for endomements
of their producs. For over six veans now,
my feedback has apparently been dis-
missed orignored—uantil now.

About two years ago, a vendor start-
ed asking questions—the right ques-
tions. And not just of me, but of a rela-
tively large group of software testing con-
sultanis, aunthors and test too]l users, 1
was pleased with the questons that were
being asked. but I was undemsandably
hesitant to get my hopesup. [ wasmore
pleased when I was hired to do a feature
and market analysis for the perform-
ance-testing aspect of a tool that was
being built from scratch. And I was
downnght shocked when I arrived on-
site to find notebooks full of printed
materials with such labels such as Open
Forums, Vendor Forums, Roland Sens and
Scott Barber, all with sticky notes hang-
ing out, cach featuning a requirement
number. These Fuys were really doi g
their homework.

Hope Springs Eternal

I got achance w evaluate the beta and
then to use the version 1 release, and
again I was pleased —butnot thrilled. I
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loved the twool’s features,
pricing model, paradigm
and extensibility, but ver-
sion 1 was still somewhat
narrow in its overall capa
bilities, and a stack of those
sticky-note Tequirements
were yet to be impltmtnt—
ed. Nevertheless, against my
better judgment, [ started
having hope—hope that
this testing tool vendor
would build a too] that was actually
designed, implemented and marketed
to help good testers test even better
I'was a little surprised a couple of
months ago when I received an invita-
tion toatend an SDR (Software Design
Review) for future releases of this suite
of tools, but I'd been to these shindigs
before. The vendor gets a bunch of
executives from its big clients together
in a room for a day immediately pre-
ceding its annual users’ conference. The
product managers @lk about how great
the next release is going tw be; so great,
in fact. that “you executives won 't mind
paying a little more for all these new fea-
tures, right?™ Then the “technical sales
representative of the year™ starts
“demonstrating” the next version of the
product by clicking through and recit-
ing an obviously scripted set of words
and activities intended to impress the
roomful of executives who've probably
never even seen the previous version in
action. All thewhile, the product man -
ager isvirmally chanting, “See, we heard
your feedback and we added this new
feature... See, we heard your feedback
and we fixed that rough spot..” Finalhy,
the executives are invited to fill out their
feedback forms wath wish lists for next
vear—which they dutifully do, with at

least some of the items on the list that
their test managers gave them before
the SDE. Then someone announces that
the bar in the reception hall is open. at
which pc-int the exeoutives dutifully sub-
mit their halFcompleted wish lists of
items they barely understand anvway
and go fetch their free beer Same old,
same ol d—right?

Mot Just Business as Usual

Wrong. Let me tell you. this was differ-
ent—and it was different in a lot of sur-
prising and positive ways. This wasn'ta
onc-day meeting in conjunction with a
conference, it was three full days in con-
junction with absclutely nothing else.
And 1t wasn't a one-time cvent tied
exclusively to the next release of the
product; it was one of a semi-annual
series of SDRs focused on everything
from hot fixes o the five-year product
vision. Mot only that, but the vendor
covered the hotel cEpenses for the
attendees.

On the fist moming when I took a
seat and looked around the room, I
noticed that instead of executives and
sales partners, I was surrounded bj.-' the
ol 's actual wsers. How did I suss this
out, vou ask? Two ways. First, [ actually
knew several FL‘DFlL‘ in the room from
other venues. Second, the people I did-
n't know weren't wearing ties, carmving
day plamjtrs or tuchangi ng business
cards—they were wearing whatever was
clean when th = pack:d, were busg.-' o
their laptops taking care of whatever
emergency had come up overnight. and
were asking the people next to them if
they knew a better way o solve the prob-
lem. Yes, these were genuine consult-
antsand cliens from around the world
with actual firsthand experience using
this tool on real projects—and many had
also used the tool's competitors. To tell
the truth, Idon’t think they were all fans
of version 1, either. What [ know for aare
is that every single person in the room
had his or her very own persenal wish
list forversion 2 that he or she feltvery
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str -:u|_:|gl1_.-' about and wanted to share with
the group.

As the meeting kicked off, I realized
oo that this event wasn't run by a prod-
uct manager and a technical sales rep-
resentative, but an entire staff. In fact,
over the course of the three davs, 30
members of the company’s develop-
ment, product management and mar-
keting teams gave specific presentations,
fielded challenging questionswith hon-
esty and grace, and solicited positive and
negative feedback like Frnftssi onal facil-
itators. All the while, another 2004p lus
members of the company team were lis-
iening in via conference call. And just
N case anyone who should have been
there couldn’t or didn’t make it, andio
and video were recorded throughout
the entire three days, No, they didn't
tape the demos. (Yes, we did get some
demos, but I had to sign a comprehern-
sive MDA so I'm probably not even sup-
posed to tell you that one of the new
features they previewed was so cool that
itactually left me s peechless... much to
the amusement of the others in the
room. Luckily. [got the vendor o review
this colummn and approve itas “sui@ahble
for public consumption.”)

What they did tape was all of the
attendess Prm‘iding feedback, nl:-i Mions,
praise, rants, expecations and wis hes.
And not onty did thev record 1t they
had some mechanism (that I'm going
to have to get them to trplajn Lo me
someday) o index the recording by key-
wordsso folks could actually do search-
= on the rtc-:urding later.

Somebody’s Listening

As if all thatwasn't enough, itwas clear
throughout that the entire event was
designed to solicit feedback—not to
impress us with the next generation of
“cool, but otherwise farky useless™ new
framres. In fact, the facilitators went so
far as to hst all of the Pcnti:m.ia] enhance-
ments under consideration on flip
charts and have evervone in the room
vote fora top 10 and bowom 10 to help
them determine feature priority for the
nex t release. Interesingly, by the end
of the third day, 1t was obvious that on
some featares, the attendees had avery
different recommendation than the ven-
dor expected, and the wndor seemed

NOVEMBER 2 006

to take this message to heart.

O course, this all could have been a
show to make us feel vahdated and lis
tened o so thatwe'd all go sart sing ng
the praises of this vendor and the new
version of 1 tool—but I don’t think so.

Whyr First, most of the SDRE atten-
dees are now part of a volunteer advi-
sory board that has a virtual meeting
twice a mon th and receves preheta sofi-
ware to test and provide feedback for,
administrated by many of the same 30
individuals who ran the
SDE. Second, many atten-

about is Microsoft. and the version 1
ool 1s Visual Stadio Team Suite 2006—
which includes tools designed to assist
and enable every member of a sofoware
development team to do his or her job
more effectively and efficien thy.

I felt compelled to share this with
you not simply because I'm a fan of the
method Microsoft's using o collect feed-
back about thelr too].

Whathad the biggest effect on me is
the end result of the method as com-

pared to what I have wit-
nessed from some other

dees are being recruited & vendors in the past.

io develop training mate- Crver time. Microsoft's
rnals for the tool saite, feedback method will end
compose contex tually rel Owver time up helping to develop a
evant help toshipwith the * tool that users like and
product, and even write rb.iﬂf&'ﬁ'dbdﬁk want to use, In contrast,
books in support of the with the methods similar
next release. My third rea metbﬂd H’ﬂ! to the one I described at

son is personal: I know,
respectand oust the man
driving the vision of this
tool. I don't always agree
with evervthing this gen-
tleman says, writes or ermwvi-
sioms, but I do believe that
he 15 a brilliant man driv-
en to do whatever he
can to enable cVEryone
involved in  creating
software to create better
software.

S50 do you want to
know whao this guy is? I
suspect that many of you
are already familiar with
Sam Guckenheimer’s contribubions to
EUFP (the Eational Unified Process).
Mow that Sam works for Microsoft, the
company has presented the professional
opportunity of a lifetime. inviting him
to use his 25 years in software develop-
ment to help teams develop sof tware
better, and to do it the way it should
have been done in the frst place.
Further, Microsoft offered to build a
supporting tool set from scratch based
on Sam's plare. (To find out more about
Sam’s vision for software development,
read his book “Software Engineering
with Microsoft Visual Stmdio Team
Systemn” [Addison Wesley, 2006].)

I'm sure you already figured this out
v now: The vendor I've been crowing

end up
helping to
develop a tool
that users like

and want to use.

L ]

the beginning of this col-
umn, the vendor ends up
developing a tool that's
casy tosell to Exer uiyes,

Naturally, these ven-
dors see “easy to sell” as a
sign of success. But the
inherent problem with
“easy tosell” as a measure
of success is that it doesn't
take into account the per
centage of the time that
the tool becomes cither
shelf-ware or the bete
noire of the folks who are
forced tonse it

If Microsoft stays the
course with this method of collecting
and applying feedback, going ahead to
develop high-qualivy software address-
ing that feedback. this too] won't have
time to sit on the shelf due tois huge
following of happy and loyal users.
Certinty, none of this is a given, but it
mak es Visual Studio Team Suite well
wiorth kttpiug an eye ofl.

If the version 2 tool has an official
name, desgnation or @rget release date,
I don't know about it [ do know the
ool s code name, but I'm not allowed
to tell you. So you'll just have to wait
until the beta release, when I'll give vou
afull feature review—and maybe then
Microsoft will let me divulge the code
name! £
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