TMF Summit - The future of test automation
Introduction

Duncan opened up this informative and enlightening session by asking us “is the future of test automation opensource?” and then challenged us to consider the risks and rewards of using software that’s free.

Only a handful of the audience (of about 60) claimed to use opensource tools and I have to admit to being taken by surprise at Duncan’s opening statements; however as the story unfolded I began to see where Duncan was coming from; there are more than 70 opensource testing tools out there (try a simple Google search or go to www.opensourcetesting.org ) and there are many businesses that are based on the use of free operating systems (holding 37% market share!).

Apache (web server) has 50% share of its market, MySQL claims 44% of the total RDBMS market and CVS is becoming the tool of choice for configuration management.  There are no commercial equivalents of the unit testing tools JUnit and NUnit.
The concept behind opensource is simple as Duncan explained.  You develop a tool, make the source code available and anyone can get involved in enhancing and improving the product for everyone’s benefit.  Opensourcetesting.org currently has over 100,000 registered users.

Why not use opensource tools?
Slides of the presentation showing all the tools will be made available but it’s worth pointing out some of the stronger tools such as WATIR and Selenium.  Although many have heard of these and other tools they are not being used for a variety of reasons which the group discussed:

· our client dictates what we can use

· worried about future support

· cost of tool purchase is not a major issue

· concern about available skills for the free tool in the marketplace

· programming skills required

Duncan responded to this by suggesting that since the opensoucre tools are built on well known and popular languages could we not source the skills needed from the development community rather than train testers in programming?  This prompted a fair debate, the key points being:

· I’ve sent a tester on a C++ course and it almost killed him!

· The test manager needs to ensure good test are being written first before trying to automate them, whatever tool is used

· Are we not simply nurturing developers ‘under cover’ within the test team?
· It’s easier to train a developer to be a tester than vice versa

· The automated team needs a specialist to jump through all the hoops, cross train people  and ensure that the automation does not become a bottleneck

· A well balanced test automation team needs test analysts, testers and test engineers

· It may be that we are more likely to find the skills we need if we choose opensource tools 

· We would be able to modify the tool to fit our specific needs

Large v. Small Organisations

Large organisations may resist for all of these reasons whereas a small start up company who is cash poor may be attracted to the opensource approach.  The larger company will follow the “comfort factor” and be comfortable with “Mercury Certified” automation specialists whereas to date we don’t have WAITR certification or indeed certification for automation design.  Larger organisations don’t really want their people stitching different tools together or modifying tools and they can also afford the commercial offering.  Choosing opensource tools however is not easy as there are at least 70 to choose from whereas the commercial offerings are fewer.  Also no salesman will call in the opensource market to give demonstrations and sell you the product; you have to figure it out for yourself.
Frameworks and tool integration
One of the benefits of the commercial tools is their integration across the lifecycle.  For example being able to export test results from a test execution tool to a test management tool and then produce good reports and trace back to the requirements to establish test coverage.
Few I the audience were building frameworks and the question arose as to which tools would we try to integrate within the opensource community.  The answer seemed to be that we would have to rationalise the list of 70 tools first before investing in framework development.  Again we seem to come back to the core business argument.  Is it your business to be developing tools or should you just buy best of breed and develop applications that move your own company forward?

Comments from Susan (Windsor) that as an industry we have not yet cracked test automation yet and the culture behind developers is that they may just try and build some of these frameworks and tool integrations on the side whereas testers tend not to think in this way.  All the 70+ tools mentioned to date have come from the development environment.  Eventually Susan thinks someone will build the frameworks and gain competitive advantage.

Test automation frameworks (according to Richard Taylor) are essentially “a meta-model of the application that abstracts the tests from the tool which are then table or spreadsheet driven”; You therefore need your testers to learn the framework and not the underlying tool.  

Test Process

There was some debate on how the test automation fits in to the overall test process.  Someone suggested that the tool licenses are only 5% of the total cost of test automation and you must also consider set up, training costs, maintenance, support and many other things before you commit to a test automation project.

There must be visibility of the testing that has been done and not all opensource tools have good reporting capabilities (NCOVER does according to one delegate who uses this).  It is a key factor of automation that you must have a good reporting capability, fit the tool within a solid test process and be able to run and manage a whole suite of tests.

There is a support community for opensource (e.g. www.trainingpages.com and www.opensourcetraining.com although no books written yet!
Conclusions

The session could have gone on for days, it was very lively and enjoyable and I personally learnt quite a lot about opensource and the issues surrounding test automation although I do not think it is the future myself.  After a show of hands vote the results were fairly evenly matched with one third of the audience in favour (opensource is the future), one third against and the rest “don’t knows”.

Thanks to Duncan Brigginshaw for his excellent facilitation of this session on the future of test automation.  A workshop brought to you by the TMF Summit 2008.
These notes were compiled and written by Steve Allott, Director, ElectroMind Ltd.  I believe they are a fair reflection of the majority of the debate.  However, if there are any inaccuracies, errors or omissions please let me know by email to steve.allott@electromind.com
