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“ You c annot  s t ar t  a t  t he 
end unless you are 
going now here, or , you 
are jus t  going in  
c i rc les .”  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“ The v ic t ory  is  not  in  
obt a in ing t he pr ize; t he 
v ic t ory  is  in  t he 
s t ruggle.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reac hing for  t he Pr ize 
Are you a QC or a QA organization?  

Brian Copeland 
President, Complexus Solutions 

We all want a mature organization right out of the box.  We want a development 
process where all of the respective teams understand their role, and work 
together like clock work to produce results that always satisfy our client’s needs.  
The problem is that most organizations are not willing to spend valuable time 
developing processes or training staff to utilize those sound processes.  Clients 
aren’t buying processes, they’re buying products. Spending time training is often 
viewed as stealing valuable coding time that could be used to build products 
and generate revenue. Managers want to start out with a mature process, but 
that isn’t possible. You cannot start at the end unless you are going nowhere, 
or, you are just going in circles. It is very difficult to convince the “unenlightened” 
that a sound repeatable process saves time, resources, and money.  

Mature organizations are usually characterized by having a Quality Assurance 
(QA) focus rather than a Quality Control (QC) focus. No matter how much we 
would like to start with an organization that has a high level of Quality 
Assurance, it is not possible, nor is it wise.  As a wise man once said, “The 
victory is not in obtaining the prize; the victory is in the struggle”.  It is the 
struggle to move from a Quality Control organization, with its regimented 
inspections, audits, checkpoints, and paperwork, paperwork, paperwork, that 
helps an organization to mature and to appreciate the value of becoming self-
inspecting, self-auditing, self-checking, and self-documenting.  This awareness 
enables the company to move from a QC-centric organization, which is Quality 
AdverseTM in nature, to a QA-centric organization, which is Quality 
CooperativeTM in nature, and enables the company to become more 
competitive in the marketplace. 

 
At t r ibut es  o f  a  QC-Cent r ic  Organizat ion 
 

You cannot start with a high level of QA in an organization.  In the infancy stage 
of any quality system the organization relies heavily on QC policies to ensure 
the quality of the product.  Quality Control is needed in an organization that 
does not understand the process well and has little or no documentation of that 
process. In this organization the company doesn’t “own” the process, individuals 
do.  More checks and balances are required to keep the process in control. The 
centralized quality group in this organization must constantly inspect and audit 
the product and process to ensure that the quality is “inspected” or “tested” into 
the product.  
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ªQual i t y  Aw areº  TM i s  
t he point  at  w hic h a 
c orporat ion, at  t he 
h ighest  levels , real izes 
t hat  qual i t y  is  not  an 
ex pense but  an 
invest m ent  in  t he 
suc c ess o f  a produc t .º  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The test group in a QC-centric organization spends their energy becoming unit 
testers for applications that are not ªready for prime timeº.  This results in a 
vicious spiral of code fixes with drops of new functionality thrown in the mix with 
every build.  Little time is spent verifying and validating functionality because a 
majority of the test cycle is spent navigating around the major bugs in the 
product.  Test resources are frustrated; developers are frustrated; project 
managers are frustrated; and most importantly, the client is frustrated. 

This organization can be characterized as Quality AdverseTM; This is a 
corporate environment, in which the relationship between the Development 
departments and the Quality Assurance department is characterized by one or 
more of the following attributes: 
 

x A high level of mistrust, 
x Individual development departments attempt to withhold information 

from each other and/or the QA department, 
x Functional teams don't want other teams to review their work 

product and don't actively seek their input, 
x Development sees QA as the ªenemyº and believes QA wants to 

keep them from getting the job done, or 
x QA sees Development as trying to pass substandard product and 

covering up product defects. 
 
This environment is typical of corporations in which well defined and well 
documented processes are not in place. 

 
Bec om ing Aw are o f  Qual i t y  
 

At some point in the struggle to have a very repeatable and effective process, 
an organization becomes Quality AwareTM. At this awakening the organization 
begins make exponential movement towards becoming a QA-centric 
organization. 

Quality AwareTM is the point at which a corporation, at the highest levels, 
realizes that quality is not an expense but an investment in the success of a 
product.  This awareness is realized at every level of the organization and 
individuals realize that they ªownº quality rather than quality being the 
responsibility of a centralized QA department.  At this point, the corporation 
actively embraces process definition and documentation, and pursues process 
and quality initiatives and standards. 

 

At t r ibut es  o f  a  QA-Cent r ic  Organizat ion 
 

Quality Assurance becomes effective in organizations that have processes that 
are well documented, and personnel who fully understand and ªBuy inº to those 
processes.  In this type of environment, the organization fully ªownsº the 
process.  The processes themselves contain the appropriate checks and 
balances, which ensure the quality of the product, and keep the process in 
control.  The centralized quality group in this organization merely monitors the 
process, verifying that quality is ªbuiltº into the product.   

In this ªenlightenedº organization, development delivers products to QA that 
have been fully unit tested and functionally verified.  The well rested test group 
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ª  A l l  t oo m any o f  t hese 
organizat ions have ye t  
t o  adopt  sof t w are 
developm ent  proc esses.  
They c ont inue t o do 
w hat  IT  depar t m ent s  
do…’put  out  f i res ’.  ª  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

concentrates fully and only on the functional validation of requirements.  Time is 
not wasted avoiding the pitfalls in the application.  While there are still bug fixes 
delivered in a build, they do not comprise 90% of the build delivery.   

This organization can be characterized as Quality CooperativeTM; This is a 
corporate environment, in which the relationship between the Development 
departments and the Quality Assurance department is characterized by all of 
the following attributes: 
 

x A high level of trust and cooperation, 
x Functional teams actively seek out inputs from other functional 

teams and see input as a way to improve their work product. 
x Each department readily exchanges information, and views each 

other as a true partner with a common goal. 
x Development views QA as a resource to help them ensure the 

quality of the product. 
x Quality Assurance views Development as a partner in the quality 

process. 
 
This environment is typical of corporations, in which, a well defined, well 
documented, and a well understood process is in place. 

 

Qual i t y  Aw areness L i fec yc le  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
All development companies fall somewhere on the ªawarenessº scale.  Some 
companies have very mature development lifecycles, and the company has 
spent significant effort to institutionalize, not only the ªwhatº, but the ªhowº of 
developing great products.  Each individual in the company can tell you the 
mission of the company, and has a large stake in the success of the 
organization.  This is all too rare in software development organizations today.   

Very few other industries have experienced the significant growth that the 
software development industry has, and specifically the IT support industry.  
Many of the IT departments of Fortune 500 companies that began just a few 
short years ago as organizations focused only on delivering computers to 
employees now find themselves delivering ªworld classº applications via 
internet.  They did not foresee, nor did they anticipate the impact that 
technology was going to have on the organization.  Processes were not even a 
part of the ªtechno speakº of the day.  All too many of these organizations have 
yet to adopt software development processes.  They continue to do what IT 
departments do…ªput out firesº.  This results in poor performing, unstable 
products that do not satisfy the needs of the client. A significant amount of 
companies today still fall below the ªawareº level.   
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ª I f  you c an't  a f fec t  
c hange, t hen infec t  
c hange one person at  a 
t im e; pret t y  soon you 
w i l l  have an epidem ic  
t hat  c an't  help but  t o  
af fec t  t he c hange you 
des i reº  
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Bec om ing ªAw areº  
 

If you don't know what you don't know, how do you get in ªthe knowº?  This is 
the struggle for most organizations.  The symptoms are obvious, but the cause 
is hidden.  Management only sees that we are too busy reacting to production 
issues to concentrate on process.  They don't realize that it is a causal 
relationship.  The more time spent on process, the less time spent on production 
support.  The eyes of senior management must be opened in order to see the 
cause and effect relationships within their development organization.  Use a 
hammer if you must, but get their attention.   

One of the biggest pieces of feedback I have received over the years from 
individuals and organizations that have struggled with helping management to 
understand is the fact that they can't get management to listen.  QA Managers 
and Development Managers can't seem to affect the change they want in the 
organization because they keep running into closed doors, and when they do 
get through the closed door they find it opens to a brick wall.  I cannot tell you 
the number of times or organizations that I have personally run into these 
obstacles.  The inability to affect change is probably the single most frustrating 
part of a QA Manager's job.  But please remember, ªnothing causes change like 
a problemº!  Celebrate each challenge as an opportunity to improve. 

The key to helping top management to become ªawareº is infecting change.  I 
have a favorite saying, ªIf you can't affect change, then infect change one 
person at a time; pretty soon you will have an epidemic that can't help but to 
affect the change you desireº.  Change your department first.  So what if the rest 
of the organization doesn't want processes? Implement them locally in your 
group.  Create a repeatable process, and make sure that each individual in your 
group not only knows ªhowº to do it, but ªwhyº they are doing it.  I promise you 
other managers will flock to you to find out the secret behind why your 
department is effective and consistent.  Don't hoard your success; help other 
departments implement their processes.  By helping others to implement a 
repeatable process, you help yourself and the organization.  At some point 
management will sit up and take notice. 

When your organization becomes ªawareº be ready with a plan.  Have your 
homework done, and know the processes that you want to implement.  Don't try 
to implement every process known to man, be selective.  Choose only the 
processes that have the biggest impact on the success of your project, such as, 
requirements management, change management, test process, etc.  Most 
importantly ªlighten upº!  Don't expect to climb the mountain in one step.  This is 
a significant cultural shift and will take time. 

 

Brian Copeland is the president  of Complexus Solut ions, a company founded by IT 

Professionals to sat isfy the very real need for sound and pract ical software development 

solut ions and processes in the small to medium marketplace.   

Mr. Copeland has over 15 years of senior level experience in the software development 

indust ry;  from managing Test  Operat ions in the Aerospace indust ry to building an ent ire 

development  organizat ion for a dot  com company. 

ªQuality Adverseº, ªQuality Awareº, and ªQuality Cooperat iveº are t radem ark terms of Com plexus Solut ions. 

 


