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You’ve just completed all of your scheduled testing, and had all the "great minds" in the company bless your application but, will it really function as the customer wants and expects it to in the field? The Beta Testing Process is the “Real World Test” and should be the software’s last stop before the general release. During the Beta Process we want to find usability, configuration and defect issues not found during lab testing.


Our company produces Point of Sale software for the hospitality industry and find the Beta Testing process to be an invaluable tool for the Test Department as a means to of gaining knowledge of our application, the customer and technology related to our systems and applications. Our industry lends itself to an extremely wide range of hardware components, interfaces, database configurations and business structures which makes testing all possible combinations of configurations impossible in the lab environment. Additionally, our functionality is the reporting of financial information, which is vital to the sites daily routines and procedures.  
 

 
I would like to demonstrate here how we strive to make the most of the Beta Testing Process for our development team as well as other related departments in our company. 

The key concepts that we use are:



Test as if we were not going to a beta site.



Test on an exact replica of the site in the lab.



Selecting the most advantageous site for the beta testing.



Determine in advance what the beta teams responsibility is and establish




exit criteria.

By Beta Testing the software can I reduce regular testing resources?

We have a good Beta Process in place but from time to time the Director will ask, "Since we are Beta Testing the application can some of the “in house” testing be reduced? 

There seems to be a difference of opinion on this issue some say that the purpose of the Beta Test is to find the worst defects that the end user will encounter and specifically fix only those. The job here is to not spend extra resources in the lab environment finding and documenting every defect created in every possible configuration, many of which may never be seen by the end user. Over time we have determined that more than 50% of our low-level bugs are never seen or reported by any customer. We find this extremely prevalent in patches for specific sites. There may be a known defect in the application but if the specific site will not be using that feature why should it be fixed?   

The other train of thought is that Beta Testing process functions as the last check off point and is the "real world" validation proving the functionality and quality of the software. The full test suite has already verified the functionality and quality of the software in the lab environment allowing the Test team to confidently go into a beta site with no doubt of the sites success. In our organization we use the Beta Testing Process as the final check off and are extremely confident in the success. We see the Beta Test as proof that our testing process is complete and valid. Our clients are primarily 24 hour operations so when we install a beta site we stay on site, sometimes as long as a few months, to ensure that the entire software application as well as all related hardware are functioning properly. For this reason alone, we don't want to simply dump a tester into the site with beta software that hasn't been tested in the lab under similar situations. 


In order to prepare for the Beta Testing our final round of in house testing includes setting up the lab with the same hardware configuration as the site. In many situations we are able to stage and configure the exact servers that will be used.  The testing consists of simulating a typical day in the life of the site through a combination of automation tests simulating the different types of transactions and various load scenarios. This testing, if nothing else, gives the team confidence and familiarity with the system as well as the database configuration of the site. The lab set up is also extremely important in replicating defects reported from the site and a testing ground for their resolution. In preparation for the install, checklists are created and back up plans are devised and tested on the lab system giving the Testers practical hands on experience and knowledge to anticipate all possible situations. Finally, our philosophy is test as if we were not going to a Beta Site. We are in the final 5% of the testing process yet fixing defects at this time is the most expensive yet. 

Who in our company benefits from having a structured Beta Testing Process?


The Beta Process becomes invaluable hands on training as well as a learning exercise for the test team, engineers, customer service and the installers and Customer Service that will eventually be installing and supporting the new software once it is released. 

The testers gain actual site experience by seeing the application in use at a real “Live Site” where they gain knowledge of different interfaces, IT department structures and different ways that the application is being used. Many have not been tested in the lab environment simply because every possible configuration has not been examined or possibly even known. 

The engineers get the chance to see their application in action at an actual site and not just in theory.  Usually the engineers stay in the office and trouble shoot the situations that are called in from the beta site, but the occasional on site visit helps them to see the whole picture and how the application is being used which is not always as intended. 

Finally, the Installers whose job it is to install the released version can work with the testers who are the only ones who truly know the entire application at this point. The installers being on the road 90% of the time see every type of site installation. The installers also function as teachers to the testers showing methods that they have devised to facilitate installations, many of which they can use back in the lab as scenarios. Customer service also plays a part by gaining hands on knowledge and exchanging information with the Testers relating past experiences and site day-to-day issues. During the entire Beta Process all issues are logged in the call center database. This helps Customer Service to have a better handle on the site and its past issues. 

When the Beta Testing Process comes to an end there will be a handoff of the site to Customer Service and the site must become use to calling through the normal lines of support. As customer support takes over the Testers still receive updates on any cases created by the site so they can follow the sites progress and will be notified and consulted if any major issues arise.

The Beta Process is the one time that the different departments can come together, learn from each other, strengthen relationships and exchange information, which makes for better and more open communication back in the office.  
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Why would a site want to be a beta site?


We, as an organization, benefit from the Beta Testing Process but so does the site.  Not everyone has the stomach to be a beta site because they do risk the loss of the accountability of their sales by implementing the new software. We do put preventative measures in place and have not had any unrecoverable events but still there is that possibility. Being a beta site, the customer will get quicker support and service, because the entire development staff is watching and waiting to correct any problems or concerns much faster than the regular customer service channels. The customer also has better leverage to get new features in the next version and more interaction with the development team. Finally, and most important to some, is the fact that the site gets a reduced or negligible cost sometimes only paying 20% on the software and 80%on the hardware. This may bring some beta candidate sites forward only for the cheap software, but those are not the sites you want

The Customer must weigh the Benefits to the Costs of being a Beta Site. 
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How do I select the beta site that will provide me with the maximum benefit?


The selection of the right beta site is extremely important. A few things to consider when selecting a beta site are location, their use of the application, and the personnel that you will interface with on the site. The site location is very important and there is no single best answer as to how far away from the home office a beta site may be. A location that is close to the main office is desirable because any one in the team can go to the site on short notice and do not need to make travel and lodging arrangements. The sales and management benefit from the close location in that they can take other clients to the site and show a site functioning on the new software. However, a distant site may be preferable if it is high profile. Large high profile sites can be leveraged by sales as a tool to demonstrate that this well-known site uses the software so it should work for them. In this instance the extra resources required to maintain the distant beta site was worth it.


The other item to consider when selecting the beta site is how extensively will the site be using the software. The ideal site is one that uses all aspects of the application, so if the site uses only a 20 to 40% of the application you haven’t gained much by using them as a beta site but you have used your resources.


Finally, and most importantly, you need a site with personnel that will work with you and give constant complete feedback. Giving feedback does require a lot of time and effort but can pay off for both parties involved. The better and quicker the feedback the quicker the test team will be able to solve the issue and determine the cause and effects of the issue.  Action lists must be created to track issues and daily conference calls are a must because our goal is to ensure that the software is ready to be released as quickly as possible and not just supply a site with 24 hour on site support. 

How long do we stay in the Beta Testing phase and what do we do while on site?


"How long do you stay in Beta Testing phase?". Our rule of thumb for keeping a site in beta is that we want the site to function for two full weeks with no significant issues then we turn the site over to our regular customer support. We still monitor any cases that get created and occasionally dial in just to check the logs.


What do we do while at the beta site? You need to draw the line and state up front that the testers on site are to only work on beta specific software. They are not to be reconfiguring databases or other odd jobs. Our regular customer support is very good at the day-to-day workings of the system and will be happy to help the site. Many tasks are routine to the support center but could be made worst by a tester trying to help but not knowing exactly how something is done.     


The point here is that the test team as well as the site must have a complete and thorough understanding of what the beta teams responsibility is and have well established exit criteria. This is mainly so that we are working toward a common goal with the site. We also don't want the testers to go into an existing site to upgrade a version and become bogged down in helping with database changes that do not relate to the upgrade.

What is the cost of the Beta Testing Process to our company?


The Beta Testing Process is very resource intensive in its demands on people as well as hardware. You are providing resources at the site on a 24-hour basis to monitor and report on the systems status. These people need to be transported to the site and have food and lodging compensated sometimes topping $1000 per day. Many times the installation contract will allow the testers to eat in the sites cafeterias or simply bill expenses to the room and the site will cover the costs. One the greatest expenses is loss of productivity simply because the testers are not in the office to do their normal job. I believe that the loss of productivity in the office is by far outweighed by the knowledge that is gained by working at the site. This is especially true for the newer testers or testers new to the Hospitality or POS industry who are able to see the actual system in a real life situation. This could be considered as training time. We all know that there is never a good time to be away from the job but what is learned makes the person do their job better because they now have more knowledge of the system. 

Another large expense is the need for lab hardware to replicate the site. Many times we must purchase or borrow servers and other hardware to set up the lab exactly as the site is set up. This gives the Testers experience on different types and brands of hardware not normally available in the lab environment. Most of the major hardware venders make deals with testing organizations to loan evaluation software, which will reduce costs.

Our Company must weight the Cost to the  Benefits of running a Beta Site.






How do we make the most of the Beta Testing Process?


The way that we strive to make the most of the Beta Testing Process is by:



Test as if we were not going to a beta site.



Test on an exact replica of the beta site in the lab.



Selecting the most advantageous beta site for the testing.



Determine in advance what the beta teams responsibility is and establish

exit criteria.





By the end of the Beta Testing Process our software still isn't 100% defect free but, we have all pulled together as a team and learned a lot from each other, our colleagues in the other departments and even the customer. At the completion of each beta test we know that the software is "Ready to Ship" and we will be moving on to the next project a little more knowledgeable than if we had stayed in the sterile lab environment.  One final item to consider is that a well-structured Beta Test Process will help to round out the entire testing process and as we all know, a thorough test and defect detection will reduce the long-term maintenance of the software. 
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