
I deliberately use the word “Conscious” quality instead of “Independent” quality given the 

resistance from several engineers in the industry today on use of the latter. In certain places you will

still see me using “Independence” as I really value the unbiased perspective it brings to quality. 

Looking back at how software testing evolved, all of the significant growth has happened in the last 

two decades.

Firstly, What Really is Independent / Conscious Quality?

ISTQB calls independent testing a range and not a condition. It is essentially validation and 

verification done by someone who was not involved in coding the module under test. And what this 

refers to is the process of unbiased evaluation by an individual. If we look at the evolution of 

“Conscious Quality” as highlighted in the diagram below, one will see the entire spectrum and how 

the industry has been swaying within the range at varied timespans. It all started with blob 1 in the 

diagram close to two decades ago, where the developers would themselves take on software testing.

This was a period of “Zero Independence” or “Absence of Independence”. At this time, when the

industry recognized the need for conscious quality, it made a huge leap across the spectrum to reach

blob 4 – the state of “Complete Consciousness”, where test operated as an independent unit and 

reported into a separate management organization. It didn’t take much time for product groups to 

realize the downsides of this model, where test primarily acted as an isolated group with just a 

shallow black box understanding of the product. This necessitated a shift inward to blobs 3 and 2, 

bringing in integrated testers who work in close collaboration with the rest of the product 

organization, especially the developers. While this is a great spot to be in, it is important to maintain

a conscious delineation without going back to the yester years positioning of blob 1.

Conscious quality certainly brings in its own pros and cons to the table - on the positive side it has 

the potential to find more defects, enables an unbiased perspective on the product under test, 

accommodates a separate budget for quality with room for sophisticated tools and techniques and 

provides more career opportunities at an individual level. On the flip side, it may isolate the test 

team from the rest of the product and business teams, impact team communication and morale, 

increase the time spent on mundane issues and push the responsibility on to just the test team 

impacting the collective ownership for quality.
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If we take a quick look at where we are today, there is certainly acceptance, if not full 

implementation for a drive toward collective ownership for quality. Ninety four percent of the 

respondents of a survey talked about being agile in the way they operate, which calls for intense 

collaboration in day to day operations. With all this collaboration, on the positive note, there is 

certainly ownership for quality outside of the testing discipline too; non-functional testing is gaining

significant prominence; a new role of developer-tester is evolving; more people are getting involved

in testing in their own spheres of operation; isn’t more the merrier? Certainly, where several more 

eyes are scanning the product for quality before it can hit the market. However, the concern in all of

this is whether “Conscious” or the so called “Independent Testing” is withering away. Is the focus 

on unbiased testing diluted amidst all of this collaborative testing?

Time to Revive Conscious Quality:

Regardless of where in the spectrum of consciousness in quality a team may be in, there is certainly 

still hope. It is possible to revive and accommodate conscious quality amidst a collaborative 

environment today, with a few simple yet focused steps as outlined below – and such a revival is 

important to uphold the quality of the product, and career of software testers while leveraging the 

benefits and mitigating the challenges the model offers.

Independence in Quality Comes not just from Testers: 

Anyone that has not been involved in coding the system right from designers, build engineers, 

testers and people outside of the core product team, can bring in a conscious focus to quality. 

Freelance app developers who typically take up end to end development activities themselves 

should also focus on testing their app by someone other than themselves to promote an unbiased 

evaluation medium. Enable exploratory test efforts such as crowd sourced efforts to bring in the 

masses to test – herein, empower testers to connect the outcomes of such ad hoc test efforts into the 

larger testing strategy to ensure the quality goals are not randomized. One large ISV for example, 

helps developers participate in testing and development in a sequential manner so if I am a 

developer in the current release, I will be a tester in the next release. In another case, the unit testing

by developers is a mandatory check before testers can start any effort. There are a lot of non-profit 

groups today that also encourage the spirit of quality through weekend crowd sourced test efforts. 

This is being done both at a community level as well as for a specific product. One can reach out to 

them to have them come conduct a crowd sourced testing effort for your product either with your 

own internal crowd or a community pooled crowd. These go a long way in enabling everyone 

participate in the quality of the product built regardless of your role on the team. Testers however 

need to play an elevated role in facilitating this by implementing triage meetings, test scenarios 

reviews, automated smoke suites that everyone can use, connecting with business teams on user 

feedback, with designers on accessibility and usability feedback, driving internal discussions around

competition etc. to truly make quality a collective responsibility.

Understand the Dotted Line in Role Delineation:

A tester’s role in increasingly merging with that of a developer promoting a collaborative and paired

quality effort. While it brings in its own benefits, to ensure the consciousness in the test effort is not 

lost, keep in mind that it is acceptable to help them in areas such as unit test case development and 

code reviews but make an educated call every time you take on such tasks to ensure there is no role 



trespass, randomization and potential loss in the unbiased focus you bring in to the quality effort. 

For example, in recent times we have been helping developers on our projects not just with 

functional checks at the unit code level, but also with non-functional checks in areas such as 

performance testing. The goal of such collaboration should be to enhance test coverage, promote 

system understanding, and catch issues early on, while still allowing the testers to operate in an 

unbiased manner. A study that was conducted on what other tasks testers take on in addition to 

testing, shows testers spend a significant amount of time managing test environments, handling 

documentation, gathering requirements – while areas like gathering requirements further empower 

them to play the end user role on the team, areas like managing environments can easily be given to 

entities such as build engineers or leverage technologies such as the cloud. It is herein important for 

testers to be aware of the latest in the industry in terms of tools and technologies to recommend the 

same for internal use without being threatened that such solutions will weaken their position on the 

team. For example, although mature tools are available for static code reviews and code coverage, 

how many actually use them to enhance the quality scope while minimizing the overall effort is 

definitely an unanswered question.

 

What Are Areas For the Tester to Focus on, To Maintain Conscious Quality in a Collaborative

Environment?

In today’s quality environment bringing in focus on automation both for the tester and the larger 

team’s use, taking up niche manual tasks around accessibility, usability, exploratory testing, 

strengthening the overall niche in non-functional test areas, testing in production, and implementing

Agile TCoEs (Test Centers of Excellence) where proactive metrics are tracked with the goal of 

conscious, continuous and collaborative quality to bring in customer delight, are all very important. 

Activities such as session based testing, bug hunts, user simulations are all enabling testers shift left 

and right in the quality effort, truly being able to connect with end users. In recent times it was 

uplifting to see the focus on non-functional testing was being given in a leading testing conference. 

Increasingly workshops are being conducted to encourage functional testers and other product team 

members understand and take up non-functional testing in small ways especially in areas such as 

accessibility and security. For example, it helps for everyone to understand the core principles of 

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), Open Web Application Security Project (OWASP) 

to take up non-functional testing in simple ways. While everyone pitches on these efforts, the 

subject matter experts in these areas should focus on automating these test areas in combination 

with functional test scripts so that the core automation is reused for both functional and non-
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functional testing. Tools and frameworks such as AXE and ZAP allow for these with popular 

automation solutions such as Selenium.

It is important for the test and product teams to realize that collective ownership for quality is 

important – but that it may dilute the focus of the test effort, thereby necessitating conscious quality 

in a collaborative environment. Testers are social beings – let us continue to be hungry and foolish 

to grow and look for ways to improve the product quality. Practicing what has been defined above 

will certainly go a long way in striking a balance between consciousness and collaboration enabling

the product team meet not just system requirements but also end user expectations.
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