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Introduction

The best QA engineers eventually face a pivotal choice: keep going deeper
as an individual contributor or start multiplying their impact through oth-
ers. Both paths are valid. Both require leadership. The difference is scope.
An IC leader influences quality through personal expertise and example.
A team leader influences quality through hiring, mentoring, culture, and
process design. Either way, the moment you start thinking about how to
make the people around you better at quality – not just how to make your-
self better at testing – you have crossed the threshold into QA leadership.
This book is a comprehensive guide to that crossing. It covers the full

spectrum of QA leadership: building and structuring QA teams from noth-
ing, creating a culture where quality is everyone’s responsibility, mentor-
ing the next generation of QA engineers, transferring hard-won knowledge
so it survives personnel changes, navigating the career paths available to
quality professionals, and building a personal brand that opens doors you
did not know existed.
Each chapter combines theory, practical frameworks, realistic scenarios,

conversation scripts, and tiered exercises so you can apply what you learn
immediately – regardless of whether you lead a team of two or an organi-
zation of fifty.

Who This Book Is For

• Senior QA engineers considering or transitioning into leadership
roles

• QA leads and managers who want to sharpen their team-building
and mentoring skills

1



2 QA LEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

• Engineering managers who oversee QA functions and want to un-
derstand how to invest in quality effectively

• Individual contributors at any level who want to understand the
career landscape and plan their trajectory deliberately

• Aspiring QA professionals who want to see the full arc of a quality
career before choosing their direction

• CTOs and VPs of Engineering who need to design or restructure a
QA organization

Prerequisites

To get the most from this book, you should have:
• At least 2 years of hands-on QA experience (manual testing, automa-
tion, or both)

• Familiarity with agile development practices (Scrum, Kanban, or sim-
ilar)

• Basic understanding of test automation concepts and CI/CD
pipelines

• Experience working on a software team (you understand the dynam-
ics between QA, development, product, and design)

• A willingness to reflect honestly on your own leadership style and
career goals

No management experience is required. This book will meet you where
you are.

How to Use This Book

The book is organized into six parts that build on each other, but you do
not need to read them sequentially.
• Start with Part I (Team Building) if you are moving into a leader-
ship role or building/restructuring a QA organization

• Start with Part II (Quality Culture) if your team exists but the orga-
nization does not value quality the way it should

• Start with Part III (Leadership in Practice) if you want to sharpen
your day-to-day leadership through realistic scenario simulations
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• Start with Part IV (Mentoring and Knowledge Transfer) if you are
responsible for growing junior engineers or preserving critical team
knowledge

• Start with Part V (Career Paths and Growth) if you want to map
your own trajectory and understand what comes next

• Finish with Part VI (Capstone) when you are ready to synthesize
everything into a comprehensive QA organization design

Every chapter ends with tiered exercises (Beginner, Intermediate, Ad-
vanced) so you can practice at your current level and stretch toward the
next.





PA R T I

BUILDING QA TEAMS FROM
SCRATCH

Chapter 1: QA Team Models and Organizational Design

From First Hire to Mature Organization
Building a QA team is not just about hiring testers. It is about design-

ing an organization structure that fits your company’s needs, hiring peo-
ple whose skills complement each other, and evolving the team’s maturity
over time. Whether you are building from scratch or inheriting an existing
team, the decisions you make about structure and composition will deter-
mine how effective your quality efforts are for years to come.
The three decisions that matter most are: where QA engineers sit in

the org chart, how many you need, and what skills mix creates a high-
performing team. Get these wrong, and no amount of individual talent
will compensate.
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The Three Dominant Models

There are three dominant models for organizing QA engineers within a
company. Each has trade-offs, and the right choice depends on your orga-
nization’s size, culture, and product architecture.

Model 1: Centralized QA Team

All QA engineers report to a QA manager and are assigned to projects as
needed.
VP of Engineering

+-- QA Manager
+-- QA Engineer A --> assigned to Team Alpha
+-- QA Engineer B --> assigned to Team Beta
+-- QA Engineer C --> assigned to Team Gamma
+-- QA Engineer D --> floater / specialist

Advantage Disadvantage

Consistent standards across the or-
ganization

QA engineers may feel disconnected
from their dev teams

Easier to share knowledge and best
practices

Assignment changes can disrupt team
dynamics

Clear career path within QA hierar-
chy

Can create “us vs them” dynamic with
developers

Efficient resource allocation across
projects

QA priorities may conflict with dev team
priorities

Stronger QA identity and commu-
nity

Slower feedback loop if QA is not co-
located with devs

Best for: Large enterprises with many product teams, organizations
that need strict quality standards, companies with dedicated QA leader-
ship.

Pro Tip: If you run a centralized model, create a rotation schedule so QA
engineers spend at least 6 months with each product team. This prevents the
“parachute tester” problem where QA shows up without context, tests superfi-
cially, and leaves.
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Common Mistake: Building a centralized QA team that becomes a “testing
service desk” – taking orders from dev teams rather than partnering with them
on quality strategy. If your QA engineers are just executing test cases someone
else wrote, the model has failed.

Model 2: Embedded QA (Distributed Model)

QA engineers report directly to the engineering manager of their product
team. There is no centralized QA organization.
VP of Engineering

+-- Team Alpha Lead
| +-- Developer 1
| +-- Developer 2
| +-- QA Engineer A
+-- Team Beta Lead
| +-- Developer 3
| +-- Developer 4
| +-- QA Engineer B
+-- Team Gamma Lead

+-- Developer 5
+-- QA Engineer C

Advantage Disadvantage

QA is deeply integrated with the dev
team

Inconsistent practices across teams

Faster feedback loops and tighter
collaboration

QA engineers can feel isolated from
QA peers

QA understands the product domain
deeply

Career growth may be limited without
QA leadership

No resource allocation conflicts Knowledge sharing across teams is
harder

QA participates in all team decisions Risk of QA being treated as a junior
developer

Best for: Agile startups, companies with autonomous product teams,
organizations with strong engineering culture.
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Pro Tip: If you use the embedded model, create a “QA Guild” – a cross-team
community of practice where embedded QA engineers meet biweekly to share
learnings, align on standards, and support each other. This solves the isolation
problem without adding management overhead.

Common Mistake: Letting embedded QA engineers become “the team’s
manual tester” with no voice in design, architecture, or sprint planning. Em-
bedding only works when QA is a full team member, not a subordinate role.

Model 3: Hybrid Model

A small centralized QA team sets standards, builds tooling, and provides
expertise, while most QA engineers are embedded in product teams.
VP of Engineering

+-- QA Platform Team (centralized)
| +-- QA Architect --> frameworks, tooling
| +-- Performance Specialist
| +-- QA Coach --> standards, mentoring
+-- Team Alpha (embedded QA)
| +-- Developers
| +-- QA Engineer A (dotted line to QA Architect)
+-- Team Beta (embedded QA)

+-- Developers
+-- QA Engineer B (dotted line to QA Architect)

Advantage Disadvantage

Best of both worlds: local integration
+ central standards

More complex organizational struc-
ture

QA platform team builds shared infras-
tructure

Dotted-line reporting can create con-
fusion

Embedded QA engineers have peer
community

Requires strong coordination between
central and embedded

Consistent tooling with team-specific
flexibility

Central team can become a bottleneck
for decisions

Best for: Mid-to-large companies, organizations transitioning from cen-
tralized to agile, companies that want consistency without rigidity.
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Pro Tip: The hybrid model works best when the centralized team positions
itself as a service team, not a governance body. Build tools and frameworks that
embedded engineers want to use, not rules they are forced to follow.

Common Mistake: Making the dotted-line relationship ambiguous. Be ex-
plicit: the embedded QA engineer’s primary reporting is to their team lead (for
day-to-day work), and their secondary relationship is with the QA platform
team (for standards, career growth, and tooling). Document this in writing.

Choosing the Right Model: Decision Framework

Factor Points Toward Central-
ized

Points Toward
Embedded

Points Toward
Hybrid

Company size 200+ engineers Under 50 engi-
neers

50-200 engi-
neers

Product architec-
ture

Monolith or tightly
coupled services

Independent
microservices

Mixed

Regulatory re-
quirements

Heavy (healthcare,
finance)

Light (consumer
tech)

Moderate

QA maturity Low (need to estab-
lish standards)

High (teams self-
govern)

Growing

Developer test-
ing culture

Weak Strong Developing

Number of QA
engineers

10+ Under 5 5-15

QA-to-Developer Ratios

There is no universal “right” ratio. The ratio depends on your product’s
risk profile, your automation maturity, and how much testing developers
do themselves.
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Context Typical Ratio
(QA:Dev)

Why

Early-stage startup 0:5 to 1:8 Developers test their own code;
QA investment comes later

Growth-stage startup 1:5 to 1:4 First dedicated QA hires fo-
cus on automation and critical
paths

Mid-size company 1:4 to 1:3 Balanced investment in manual
and automated testing

Enterprise 1:3 to 1:2 Regulatory, compliance, and
risk requirements demand more
QA

Agency / consultancy 1:6 to 1:4 Varies by client; QA often
shared across projects

Safety-critical (medical,
aerospace)

1:1 or higher Regulatory mandates extensive
verification and validation

Factors That Reduce the Need for Dedicated QA

• Strong developer testing culture (high unit test coverage, TDD adop-
tion)

• Mature CI/CD pipeline with automated quality gates
• Feature flags and canary deployments that limit blast radius
• Simple product with low user diversity
• Strong observability and monitoring (issues caught in production
quickly)

Factors That Increase the Need for Dedicated QA

• Complex business logic with many edge cases
• Multiple platforms (web, iOS, Android, API)
• Regulatory or compliance requirements
• High cost of production failures (financial, safety, reputation)
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• Immature development practices (low test coverage, no code re-
view)

Pro Tip: Do not argue about ratios in the abstract. Instead, calculate the
“quality load” for your specific situation: count the number of features shipping
per sprint, the number of platforms, the regulatory requirements, and the cur-
rent escaped defect rate. Let the data drive the headcount conversation.

Common Mistake: Using industry-average ratios to justify headcount with-
out accounting for your specific context. A fintech startup with payment pro-
cessing has a completely different quality load than a social media app, even at
the same team size.

Diversity of Skills Within a QA Team

A high-performing QA team is not five people with identical skills. It is a
group with complementary expertise that collectively covers the quality
spectrum.

Role Focus When to Hire

Manual / Ex-
ploratory Tester

Deep product knowledge,
edge case discovery, usabil-
ity

Always – this is the founda-
tion

Automation En-
gineer

Test framework design, CI/
CD integration, mainte-
nance

When manual testing cannot
keep up with release veloc-
ity

Performance
Specialist

Load testing, profiling, ca-
pacity planning

When performance is a com-
petitive differentiator or SLA
requirement

Security Tester Vulnerability assessment,
penetration testing, compli-
ance

When handling sensitive
data or facing regulatory
requirements

SDET Testability improvements,
developer tooling, test in-
frastructure

When the team needs some-
one who bridges QA and
development

continued on next page



12 QA LEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

Role Focus When to Hire

QA Lead / Coach Process design, mentoring,
stakeholder communication

When the team reaches 3-4
QA engineers

Exercises

Beginner:
Diagram your current QA team structure. Which model (centralized,

embedded, hybrid) does it most resemble? List three specific advantages
and three specific disadvantages you experience with this model.
Intermediate:

Calculate your current QA-to-developer ratio. Using the factors tables
above, assess whether this ratio is appropriate for your context. Write a
one-page recommendation for adjusting the ratio (or keeping it the same),
supported by specific data points from your organization.

Advanced:

Design the ideal QA organizational structure for a company with 120 en-
gineers across 8 product teams, a microservices architecture, moderate
regulatory requirements (SOC 2 compliance), and a QA team of 12. In-
clude the org chart, reporting lines, role descriptions, and your rationale
for each decision.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and implemented a hybrid QA organizational model for
a 120-person engineering org, embedding QA engineers across 6
product teams while maintaining a centralized platform team for
tooling and standards.

• Optimized QA-to-developer ratios from 1:8 to 1:4 by building a data-
driven headcount justification based on product risk profiles, regula-
tory requirements, and escaped defect analysis.

• Established a QA skills diversity framework covering man-
ual/exploratory, automation, performance, and security testing
roles, eliminating critical capability gaps within 12 months.
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• Created a QA team model decision framework adopted by 3 business
units for organizational design, reducing time to QA org structure
decisions from months to weeks.

Cover letter framing

Building a QA team is not just about hiring testers – it is about design-
ing an organization structure that fits the company’s needs, balancing
centralized standards with embedded team integration, and evolving the
skills mix as the product matures. I have designed QA organizations from
scratch and restructured existing ones, always grounding decisions in the
specific context: company size, product architecture, regulatory require-
ments, and development culture.

Interview framing

“I approach QA organizational design by evaluating three factors: where
QA engineers sit in the org chart, how many are needed for the product’s
risk profile, and what skills mix creates a high-performing team. I typi-
cally recommend a hybrid model – a small centralized team for tooling
and standards with most engineers embedded in product teams – because
it balances consistency with agility. I optimize for reducing single points of
failure in the skills matrix and ensuring QA ratios match the actual quality
load, not industry averages. Trade-offs include the management complex-
ity of dotted-line reporting, but the payoff is a QA organization that scales
with the company.”

What not to say

• “I prefer centralized QA because it is easier to manage” – model
choice should be driven by company context, not management con-
venience.

• “We use a 1:4 ratio because that is the industry standard” – ratios
should be based on your specific risk profile, not benchmarks.

• “Everyone on my team does the same thing” – high-performing QA
teams have complementary specializations, not identical skill sets.

• “I do not worry about org structure – I just focus on testing” – organi-
zational design decisions determine long-term team effectiveness.
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• “QA should always report to engineering” – reporting structure de-
pends on the company’s needs; there is no universal right answer.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are joining a Series C startup with 80 engineers, 6 product

teams, and currently no QA organization. The VP of Engineering asks you
to design the QA team from scratch. Walk me through your approach.
What a strong answer should cover:

• Starting with assessment before design
• Choosing an org model based on context, not preference
• A hiring plan that prioritizes the first hire profile carefully
• A realistic timeline with phased growth

Example answer:

• “I would start with assessment, not design. Week 1-2: understand
the product architecture, deployment frequency, regulatory require-
ments, current test coverage, and escaped defect history. This data
determines the org model and headcount.”

• “For 80 engineers across 6 teams with likely microservices, I would
recommend a hybrid model: 1 centralized QA platform engineer for
tooling and standards, and 4-5 embedded QA engineers across the
highest-risk product teams.”

• “First hire: a senior generalist who can work independently, build
the automation foundation, and communicate with leadership. This
person sets the culture for everyone who follows.”

• “Hiring plan: Hire 1 (month 1), second hire (month 3-4 after the
first person has mapped the landscape), remaining 3-4 hires over
months 5-9 as the strategy crystallizes.”

• “By month 12: 5-6 QA engineers, a working automation framework,
CI integration, and a documented test strategy.”
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Question 2

Prompt: Your company is transitioning from a monolith to microservices.
Your QA team is currently centralized. Should you restructure, and how?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Understanding why architecture changes affect QA org design
• Evaluating whether embedded, hybrid, or modified centralized
works best

• Managing the transition without disrupting ongoing quality work
• Ensuring QA engineers develop the domain knowledge needed for
microservices

Example answer:

• “Yes, the org structure likely needs to change. A centralized QA team
made sense for a monolith because the system is tightly coupled and
one QA engineer can test many features. Microservices are indepen-
dently deployable, which means each team needs quality ownership
for their service.”

• “I would transition to a hybrid model: keep a small centralized team
(2-3 people) for shared tooling, contract testing infrastructure, and
cross-service integration testing. Embed the remaining QA engineers
in product teams.”

• “Transition plan: Phase 1 (Month 1-2) – embed QA engineers in
the 3 highest-risk product teams while maintaining the centralized
team. Phase 2 (Month 3-4) – expand to remaining teams. Phase 3
(Month 5-6) – formalize the centralized platform team’s charter and
the dotted-line relationships.”

• “The key risk: QA engineers embedded in microservice teams need
deep domain knowledge for their service AND broad architectural
knowledge for cross-service testing. Cross-training and a QA Guild
are essential.”

Question 3

Prompt: A product manager argues that your QA-to-developer ratio of 1:5
is too high and wants to reduce it to 1:8. How do you respond?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Avoiding the ratio debate in the abstract
• Using context-specific data to justify the ratio
• Presenting the trade-offs of reducing the ratio
• Offering alternatives that address the PM’s concern

Example answer:

• “I would avoid arguing about ratios in the abstract. Instead, I would
calculate the ‘quality load’ specific to our situation.”

• “I would present the data: ‘We ship 12 features per sprint across
3 platforms (web, iOS, Android), with SOC 2 compliance require-
ments. Our escaped defect rate at 1:5 is 2 per release. Industry
data suggests that increasing the ratio to 1:8 in a regulated, multi-
platform environment would increase escaped defects by 40-60%.’ ”

• “I would quantify the trade-off: ‘Reducing from 1:5 to 1:8 elimi-
nates 2 QA positions, saving approximately $200K/year. Based on
our average production incident cost of $8,500 and the projected
defect increase, the expected cost of additional incidents is $170K-
$250K/year. The savings are less than the cost.’ ”

• “I would offer alternatives: ‘If the goal is cost reduction, I can
achieve a 20% efficiency improvement through automation invest-
ment without changing the ratio. That gives you the cost benefit
without the quality risk.’ ”

Question 4

Prompt: You have a QA team of 5 and they are all automation engineers.
What is the problem and how do you fix it?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Identifying the skills diversity gap
• Explaining why homogeneous teams miss entire categories of defects
• Proposing a rebalancing strategy
• Considering both hiring and development approaches
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Example answer:

• “The problem is a skills monoculture. Five automation engineers will
build excellent automated tests, but they will likely underinvest in
exploratory testing, performance testing, security testing, and usabil-
ity concerns. They will automate the happy paths and miss the edge
cases that require human judgment and domain expertise.”

• “The fix depends on budget. If I can hire, my next hire is a strong
manual/exploratory tester with deep product curiosity – someone
who finds the bugs automation never will.”

• “If I cannot hire, I develop from within: assign one engineer to spend
20% of their time on exploratory testing and another on perfor-
mance testing basics. Create a rotation where each engineer spends
one sprint per quarter focused on a different testing discipline.”

• “Long-term, my target composition for a 5-person team would be: 2
automation engineers, 1 exploratory/manual tester, 1 SDET focused
on testability and tooling, and 1 specialist (performance or security,
depending on the product’s risk profile).”

Chapter 2: Hiring QA Engineers – The Complete Playbook

Beyond the Resume
Technical skills are necessary but insufficient. The best QA engineers

combine technical ability with a set of qualities that are harder to assess
but more important in the long run. A strong automation engineer who
cannot communicate, who alienates developers, or who lacks curiosity will
do less for your team’s quality than a solid generalist who asks brilliant
questions and makes everyone around them better.
Hiring is the single highest-leverage activity a QA leader performs. One

great hire changes the trajectory of the entire team. One poor hire can set
you back months and damage morale. This chapter gives you the rubrics,
interview questions, and evaluation frameworks to make consistently good
hiring decisions.
The QA Hiring Rubric

Use this rubric to evaluate candidates across multiple dimensions. Score
each dimension from 1 (not demonstrated) to 5 (exceptional). Weight the
dimensions based on what your team needs most.
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Core Qualities Assessment

Quality Why It Matters How to Assess Weight

Curiosity QA engineers who ask
“what if?” find more bugs

Ask about a time they
discovered something
unexpected

High

Communica-
tion

Bug reports, test plans,
and stakeholder updates
are all writing

Review a writing sam-
ple or ask them to
explain a concept

High

Empathy for
users

Understanding how real
people use software re-
veals realistic test scenar-
ios

Ask them to describe
how they would test a
familiar product

Medium

Systematic
thinking

Exploratory testing re-
quires structured ap-
proaches, not random
clicking

Give a small testing
exercise and observe
their approach

High

Comfort
with ambi-
guity

Requirements are often
incomplete; QA must fill
the gaps

Ask how they handle
unclear requirements

Medium

Resilience QA often involves repet-
itive work, political fric-
tion, and pushback

Ask about a difficult
situation and how
they handled it

Medium

Collabora-
tion

QA works with every role;
adversarial testers create
friction

Ask about their rela-
tionship with develop-
ers

High

Technical
depth

Automation, debugging,
and tooling require engi-
neering skills

Technical assessment
or take-home exercise

Varies by
role

Scoring Guide
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Score Meaning Evidence

1 Not demonstrated Candidate did not show this quality in any
part of the interview

2 Emerging Showed awareness but could not provide
concrete examples

3 Competent Provided at least one solid example with
specific details

4 Strong Multiple examples demonstrating consistent
application of this quality

5 Exceptional Examples showed deep mastery; candidate
could teach others

Hiring Decision Matrix

Total Score (weighted) Recommendation

Below 60% Do not hire
60-70% Hire only if specific gaps can be addressed with

mentoring
70-85% Strong hire
Above 85% Exceptional hire – fast-track the offer

Interview Questions Bank

Exploratory Thinking
1. “Here is our login page. You have 15 minutes. Walk me through how
you would test it.”
• What to observe: Do they start with a plan or dive in randomly?
Do they consider edge cases, security, accessibility, perfor-
mance? Do they prioritize?

2. “You are testing a shopping cart. The requirement says ‘users can
add items to the cart.’ What would you test?”
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• What to observe: Do they go beyond happy path? Do they think
about quantities (0, 1, max, negative), concurrency, session ex-
piry, different item types?

3. “Describe a bug you found that nobody expected. How did you find
it?”
• What to observe: The thought process that led to discovery. Cu-
riosity and systematic exploration matter more than the bug
itself.

Communication and Prioritization

4. “You found a critical bug 2 hours before a major release. The devel-
oper says it is not critical. Walk me through how you handle this.”
• What to observe: Do they escalate appropriately? Do they use
data to make their case? Do they seek compromise or dig in?

5. “Write a bug report for this issue right now: [show them a repro-
ducible bug]. You have 5 minutes.”
• What to observe: Structure, clarity, completeness, reproducibil-
ity steps, expected vs actual, severity assessment.

6. “How do you communicate test results to a non-technical stakeholder
who asks ‘are we ready to release?’ ”
• What to observe: Can they translate technical quality data into
business risk language?

Technical Depth

7. “Describe a test automation framework you have built or signifi-
cantly contributed to. What were the design decisions and trade-
offs?”
• What to observe: Architectural thinking, awareness of maintain-
ability, understanding of CI/CD integration.

8. “This automated test is flaky – it passes 90% of the time. How do
you debug it?”
• What to observe: Systematic debugging approach: check for
race conditions, test data dependencies, environment issues,
timing.

9. “When should you NOT automate a test?”
• What to observe: Understanding of automation ROI: one-time
tests, rapidly changing UI, tests that require human judgment
(UX, visual).
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Process and Strategy

10. “You join a team with no test automation, no test documentation,
and a history of production bugs. What do you do in your first 90
days?”
• What to observe: Do they prioritize assessment before action?
Do they focus on quick wins and relationship building? Do they
have a realistic plan?

Self-Awareness

11. “Tell me about a bug that escaped to production on your watch.
What happened and what did you learn?”
• What to observe: Honesty, ownership, learning orientation. Red
flag: blaming others or claiming it never happens.

12. “What is the biggest mistake you have made as a QA engineer, and
how did it change your approach?”
• What to observe: Self-awareness and growth mindset.

The Take-Home Exercise

For automation-focused roles, a take-home exercise reveals more than an
interview conversation. Keep it respectful of the candidate’s time.

Guidelines:

• Maximum 2-3 hours of work
• Provide a clear problem with defined acceptance criteria
• Allow the candidate to use any tools and language they prefer
• Evaluate code quality, test design thinking, and documentation – not
just “does it work”

Example Exercise:

“Here is a public REST API (provide URL and documentation). Write an
automated test suite that covers the core functionality. Include at least 10
test cases. Provide a README explaining your approach, what you chose
to test and why, and what you would add with more time.”
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Evaluation Criteria:

Criterion Weight What You Are Looking For

Test design 30% Meaningful test cases, good coverage, edge
cases considered

Code quality 25% Clean, readable, maintainable code with
good structure

Documentation 20% Clear README, test naming, comments
where needed

Setup and execu-
tion

15% Easy to run, clear instructions, CI-ready

Bonus creativity 10% Anything that shows initiative: performance
checks, negative tests, data validation

Red Flags in QA Interviews

Red Flag What It Signals

“I just follow the test cases” Lacks initiative and exploratory mindset
Cannot describe a bug they found
independently

May not have genuine testing experi-
ence

Blames developers for all quality
issues

Adversarial mindset that will poison
team dynamics

No questions about the product or
team

Lack of curiosity – the most important
QA trait

“I automate everything” Does not understand the testing pyra-
mid or ROI-based decisions

Cannot explain why a test failed,
only that it did

Surface-level debugging skills

Dismisses manual testing as “obso-
lete”

Misunderstands the value of exploratory
testing
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Building a Diverse QA Team

Diversity in a QA team is not just an HR initiative – it directly improves
quality. People with different backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives
test software differently. A team of five people with identical technical
backgrounds will have identical blind spots.

Practical actions:

• Write job descriptions that focus on capabilities, not credentials
(“can design test strategies” not “5 years with Selenium”)

• Remove degree requirements unless genuinely necessary
• Use structured interviews (same questions for all candidates) to re-
duce unconscious bias

• Include at least one diverse interviewer on every panel
• Evaluate take-home exercises without seeing the candidate’s name
• Source candidates from non-traditional backgrounds: career chang-
ers, boot camp graduates, self-taught testers

Pro Tip: The best QA hire you will ever make might not look like your cur-
rent team. Career changers from customer support, healthcare, finance, and
teaching often bring domain knowledge and user empathy that pure technolo-
gists lack.

Common Mistake: Hiring exclusively for technical skills and ignoring com-
munication, collaboration, and curiosity. You can teach someone Playwright
in a month. You cannot teach them to care about quality or to communicate
clearly under pressure.

Exercises

Beginner:
Using the hiring rubric, evaluate yourself as if you were interviewing for

your current role. Where do you score highest and lowest? What does this
tell you about your development areas?
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Intermediate:

Write a complete job description for the next QA hire your team needs. In-
clude the role title, responsibilities, required and preferred qualifications
(focusing on capabilities, not just tools), and what makes your team a
great place to work. Then have a colleague review it for unconscious bias.

Advanced:

Design a complete interview process for a Senior QA Engineer role: num-
ber of rounds, who interviews, what each round assesses, scoring criteria,
and the decision-making process. Include a take-home exercise with de-
tailed evaluation criteria. Pilot the process with a mock candidate.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and executed a structured QA hiring process including a
multi-dimensional rubric, interview question bank, and take-home
exercise, resulting in 5 successful hires with zero first-year attrition.

• Built a QA hiring rubric assessing 8 core qualities (curiosity, com-
munication, empathy, systematic thinking, ambiguity tolerance, re-
silience, collaboration, technical depth) used across 3 hiring man-
agers for consistent evaluation.

• Reduced hiring bias by implementing structured interviews with
standardized questions, blind take-home evaluation, and diverse in-
terview panels, increasing team diversity by 40%.

Cover letter framing

Hiring is the single highest-leverage activity a QA leader performs. One
great hire changes the trajectory of the entire team. I use structured hiring
rubrics, multi-dimensional interview assessments, and practical take-home
exercises to make consistently good hiring decisions. I evaluate curiosity,
communication, and collaboration alongside technical depth – because
you can teach someone Playwright in a month, but you cannot teach them
to care about quality.
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Interview framing

“I approach QA hiring with a structured rubric that assesses 8 core qual-
ities weighted by the role’s needs. I combine behavioral interviews (cu-
riosity, communication, resilience), practical exercises (exploratory test-
ing walk-throughs, bug report writing), and take-home assignments (au-
tomation code quality, test design thinking, documentation). I optimize
for false-negative avoidance on the soft qualities: I will compromise on
specific tool experience but never on curiosity, communication, or collabo-
rative mindset. Trade-offs include a longer hiring process (3-4 rounds over
2 weeks), but the cost of a bad hire is 6-12 months of wasted time and
damaged morale.”

What not to say

• “I hire for tool experience – we need someone who knows Selenium”
– tool skills are learnable; mindset is not.

• “I let the team decide” without structure – unstructured group deci-
sions are dominated by bias and personality.

• “I can tell in 15 minutes if someone is good” – gut-feel hiring pro-
duces inconsistent, biased results.

• “We require a CS degree” – arbitrary credential gates exclude excel-
lent candidates from non-traditional backgrounds.

• “We hire fast and fire fast” – this signals a tolerance for bad hiring
decisions that damages team morale.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You need to hire a Senior QA Engineer but your budget only

allows a mid-level salary. How do you approach this?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Adjusting expectations honestly rather than posting an aspirational
title

• Identifying candidates who are close to Senior but priced at Mid
• Investing in developing the hire to Senior level
• Being transparent with candidates about growth opportunities
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Example answer:

• “I would not post a Senior role at a Mid salary – that wastes every-
one’s time and damages the employer brand.”

• “Instead, I would hire a strong Mid-level engineer with Senior poten-
tial and invest in developing them. I would look for someone with
2-3 years of experience who is already demonstrating Senior-level
behaviors in some areas: proactive risk identification, mentoring in-
stincts, or strong automation architecture thinking.”

• “I would be transparent in the job posting: ‘This is a QA Engineer
role with a clear path to Senior within 12-18 months, including a
structured development plan, mentoring from senior leadership, and
promotion criteria defined from day one.’ ”

• “I would also present the budget constraint to my manager with data:
‘At the mid-level salary, here is the profile we can attract. If we want
a true Senior, here is the market rate. The gap is $X. The cost of hir-
ing a Mid and spending 12 months developing them versus hiring a
Senior who is productive immediately is Y.’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: You are evaluating two final candidates for a QA role. Candidate
A scored highest on technical depth but lowest on communication. Candi-
date B scored highest on curiosity and communication but is weaker tech-
nically. Who do you hire and why?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Weighing technical skills (learnable) versus mindset qualities (harder
to change)

• Considering the team’s current composition and needs
• Articulating the reasoning framework, not just the decision

Example answer:

• “In most cases, I hire Candidate B. Communication, curiosity, and
collaboration are foundational qualities that are extremely difficult
to develop in someone who does not naturally have them. Technical
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skills – specific tools, frameworks, automation patterns – are learn-
able in 3-6 months with the right support.”

• “The exception: if my team is entirely non-technical and desper-
ately needs someone who can build the automation framework
from scratch, the technical gap for Candidate B might be too large
to bridge quickly. In that case, I might hire Candidate A and invest
heavily in communication coaching.”

• “My framework: am I hiring for a skill gap that can be closed with
training (technical), or a quality gap that requires fundamental be-
havioral change (mindset)? I always prioritize the harder-to-change
dimension.”

• “I would also check the rubric scores: if Candidate A’s communica-
tion score is a 2 (emerging) not a 1 (not demonstrated), there might
be development potential. If it is a 1, the risk is too high.”

Question 3

Prompt: A candidate gives excellent answers to all your interview ques-
tions but their take-home exercise is mediocre – poorly structured code,
minimal documentation, and basic test cases. How do you reconcile this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Investigating the discrepancy rather than dismissing either signal
• Considering explanations (time pressure, interview coaching, effort
level)

• Weighting practical work product over verbal performance
• Using a follow-up conversation to clarify

Example answer:

• “This is a yellow flag that requires investigation, not an automatic
rejection.”

• “I would schedule a 30-minute follow-up conversation: ‘I want to
walk through your take-home exercise. Can you explain your ap-
proach and the decisions you made?’ If they can articulate strong
reasoning but ran out of time, the exercise result may understate
their ability.”
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• “If they cannot explain their decisions or defend their approach, the
interview performance was likely polished presentation rather than
genuine capability. I weight practical work product more heavily
than verbal answers because it is harder to fake.”

• “I would also check: did we give them enough time? Was the ex-
ercise well-scoped? If multiple candidates produce mediocre take-
homes, the problem might be the exercise, not the candidates.”

Question 4

Prompt: How do you build a diverse QA team when your candidate
pipeline is homogeneous?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Sourcing from non-traditional channels
• Removing artificial barriers in job descriptions
• Structured interviews to reduce unconscious bias
• Evaluating the pipeline, not just the candidates

Example answer:

• “I would start by auditing the job description: does it require a CS
degree when what we actually need is problem-solving ability? Does
it list ‘5 years of Selenium experience’ when what we need is au-
tomation capability? Inflated requirements filter out diverse candi-
dates.”

• “I would expand sourcing: QA communities, career-changer boot-
camps, women-in-tech groups, testing-specific meetups, and referrals
from existing diverse team members.”

• “I would implement structured interviews: same questions for every
candidate, scored on a rubric, with at least one diverse interviewer
on every panel.”

• “For take-home exercises, I would evaluate blind – remove the candi-
date’s name before reviewing.”

• “I would track pipeline diversity metrics at each stage (application,
screen, interview, offer) to identify where diverse candidates are
dropping out. If they apply but do not pass the screen, the screen
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criteria may be biased. If they pass the interview but do not accept
offers, the offer or culture may be the problem.”

Chapter 3: Building from Scratch vs. Inheriting a Team

The First QA Hire
Your first QA hire matters enormously. This person will set the culture,

processes, and standards for everyone who follows. They are not just a
tester – they are the founding engineer of your quality organization.
Profile for hire number one:

• Senior enough to work independently and make strategic decisions
• Strong in automation (you need to build the foundation early)
• An excellent communicator (they will be the voice of quality to the
entire engineering org)

• Comfortable with ambiguity (nothing is established yet)
• Has built QA processes before (even if informally)
• Can handle the loneliness of being the only QA for a while

The First 90 Days: Building from Nothing

Days 1-30: Understand and Map

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

1 Product im-
mersion

Use the product as a customer,
map user journeys, read exist-
ing documentation

Product risk map:
what breaks and
what matters

2 Technical
landscape

Understand the architecture,
deployment process, monitor-
ing, and existing tests

Technical quality
assessment document

3 Stakeholder
mapping

Meet every team lead, product
manager, and key developer.
Understand their pain points

Stakeholder needs
summary

continued on next page
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Week Focus Activities Deliverable

4 Current state
report

Synthesize findings into a
clear picture of where quality
stands today

Quality state-of-the-
union document

Days 31-60: Build Foundations

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

5-6 Quick wins Set up smoke test automation
for the critical path, establish
a bug reporting process, create
severity definitions

Working smoke test
suite in CI, bug pro-
cess document

7-8 Test strat-
egy draft

Propose a test strategy based on
risk assessment, define what to
automate first, identify tooling
needs

Test strategy v1 (liv-
ing document)

Days 61-90: Scale the Vision

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

9-10 Second hire
justification

Use data from the first 60 days
to build the case for expanding
the team

Headcount re-
quest with ROI
analysis

11-
12

Process estab-
lishment

Formalize sprint QA activities,
establish quality metrics, create
the onboarding plan for future
hires

QA playbook v1,
metrics dash-
board
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Inheriting an Existing Team

When you inherit a QA team, resist the urge to change everything immedi-
ately. You do not yet understand why things are the way they are. Some
decisions that look wrong have good historical reasons. Some processes
that seem inefficient are the only thing preventing chaos.

The Inheritance Playbook

Phase 1: Listen First (Weeks 1-4)
• Meet every team member individually for at least 30 minutes
• Ask: What is working well? What frustrates you? What would you
change if you could? What do you wish the previous leader had
done differently?

• Observe current processes without judging them
• Take detailed notes but make no promises

Phase 2: Assess (Weeks 3-6)

• Map the team’s skills using a skills matrix
• Identify single points of failure (one person who knows a critical sys-
tem)

• Understand the test infrastructure: what exists, what is maintained,
what is abandoned

• Review metrics and trends: are things getting better, worse, or stay-
ing flat?

• Assess team morale honestly

Phase 3: Quick Wins (Weeks 4-8)

• Fix one or two pain points that the team has been complaining about
• This builds trust and credibility faster than any grand strategy
• Examples: fix the flaky CI pipeline, get better test environments, re-
move a bureaucratic process nobody likes
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Phase 4: Strategic Changes (Months 2-6)

• Introduce larger changes gradually, with the team’s input
• Explain the “why” for every change
• Let the team co-create the new processes – people support what they
help build

• Set clear expectations for the future while respecting the past

Pro Tip: When inheriting a team, ask each person: “What should I definitely
NOT change?” This reveals what the team values and prevents you from acci-
dentally destroying something that works.

Common Mistake: Coming in with a “transformation plan” developed be-
fore you meet the team. Every team is different. What worked at your last com-
pany may not work here. Diagnose before you prescribe.

QA Team Maturity Model

Level Name Characteristics

1 Reactive No formal QA process. Testing happens ad hoc. Bugs
are found in production. No automation.

2 Defined Basic test processes exist. Bug tracking is in place.
Some test cases are documented. Manual testing is
the primary approach.

3 Managed Test automation covers critical paths. CI/CD integra-
tion exists. Metrics are tracked. QA participates in
sprint ceremonies.

4 Proactive QA influences requirements and design. Shift-left test-
ing is practiced. Test strategy drives automation invest-
ment. Quality is measured and reported.

5 Preventive Quality is built into the development process. Develop-
ers write tests. QA focuses on coaching, tooling, and
strategic testing. Defect prevention outweighs defect
detection.
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Moving Up the Maturity Ladder

Each level transition requires different investments:
• 1 to 2: Establish basic processes, hire a dedicated QA person, start
tracking bugs systematically. Investment: process documentation,
bug tracker setup, first hire.

• 2 to 3: Invest in automation, integrate testing into CI/CD, start mea-
suring test effectiveness. Investment: automation tooling, CI/CD
configuration, metrics dashboard.

• 3 to 4: Move QA upstream (requirements, design), develop test
strategy, implement risk-based testing. Investment: process changes,
training, stakeholder buy-in.

• 4 to 5: Build quality culture across the organization, shift QA focus
from execution to coaching, measure defect prevention. Investment:
cultural change initiatives, developer training, organizational restruc-
turing.

Pro Tip: Do not try to skip levels. Each level builds capabilities that the next
level depends on. You cannot be “Proactive” if you do not have the automation
and metrics from the “Managed” level.

Common Mistake: Declaring maturity level 4 or 5 because you have the
tools, when the behaviors and culture are still at level 2 or 3. Maturity is about
what people do, not what tools you own.

Exercises

Beginner:
Assess your team against the maturity model. What level are you at?

List three specific pieces of evidence for your assessment. What is one spe-
cific action that would move you toward the next level?
Intermediate:

Create a 90-day plan for a new QA leader joining your organization (ei-
ther building from scratch or inheriting your current team). Include
weekly milestones, key deliverables, and success metrics for each phase.
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Advanced:

You are hired as the first QA leader at a Series B startup with 60 engineers,
8 product teams, no dedicated QA, and a production incident every 2
weeks. Design your first-year plan: hiring sequence (who and when), org
model choice (with rationale), maturity milestones by quarter, and bud-
get justification. Present it as a slide deck you would share with the VP of
Engineering.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Built a QA organization from zero, executing a 90-day plan that de-
livered a product risk map, working smoke test suite, and a test strat-
egy v1 within the first quarter.

• Inherited a team of 4 QA engineers with low morale and no docu-
mented processes, and within 6 months improved team maturity
from Level 1 (Reactive) to Level 3 (Managed) with metrics tracking
and CI/CD integration.

• Designed and implemented a QA team maturity roadmap that pro-
gressed the organization from ad-hoc testing to proactive quality
influence within 12 months, reducing production incidents by 60%.

• Authored a comprehensive first-hire profile and 90-day onboarding
playbook adopted as the standard for all subsequent QA hires.

Cover letter framing

Whether building from scratch or inheriting an existing team, the first
90 days determine the trajectory. I follow a structured approach: listen
and map the landscape in month one, build quick-win foundations in
month two, and scale the vision in month three. When inheriting a team,
I resist the urge to change everything immediately – I diagnose before I
prescribe. The result is a QA organization that gains credibility through
demonstrated results, not declared authority.
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Interview framing

“I approach team building with a phased 90-day plan. In month one, I im-
merse in the product, map stakeholders, and assess the current state of
quality. In month two, I deliver quick wins – a smoke test suite, a bug pro-
cess, severity definitions – that build credibility. In month three, I scale
the vision with a test strategy document, a second-hire justification, and a
QA playbook. When inheriting a team, I add a critical step: listening to ev-
ery team member before making any changes. I optimize for earning trust
through action before proposing systemic changes. Trade-offs include the
patience required to resist making changes in week one, but the payoff is
changes that stick because they are grounded in real understanding.”

What not to say

• “I came in and transformed everything in the first month” – moving
too fast without understanding the context signals poor judgment.

• “I inherited a great team so there was not much to change” – every
team has improvement areas; not seeing them signals low aware-
ness.

• “The first thing I did was implement my favorite tools” – tool choices
should follow assessment, not precede it.

• “I built the team from scratch by hiring people just like me” – homo-
geneous teams have identical blind spots.

• “Maturity level 5 is our goal” – trying to skip levels is a common mis-
take; each level builds capabilities the next depends on.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are the first QA hire at a Series A startup with 30 engi-

neers and no testing process. What do you do in your first 90 days?
What a strong answer should cover:

• A phased approach: understand first, act second, scale third
• Realistic scope for a single person
• Prioritizing high-impact quick wins
• Building the case for the second hire
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Example answer:

• “Days 1-30: Product immersion. I use the product as a customer,
map the critical user flows, understand the architecture, and meet
every team lead and PM to learn their pain points. Deliverable: a
product risk map showing what matters most and where quality is
weakest.”

• “Days 31-60: Quick wins. I set up a smoke test suite for the critical
path in CI, establish a bug reporting process with severity definitions,
and create a shared test data environment. These are visible, imme-
diately useful, and build credibility.”

• “Days 61-90: Strategy and scale. I draft a test strategy v1 based on
the risk map, propose what to automate first, and build the busi-
ness case for a second QA hire using the data I have collected: ‘In
60 days, I found X critical bugs, automated Y smoke tests that run
in Z minutes, and identified these coverage gaps that require more
capacity.’ ”

• “Throughout: I position myself as a partner, not a police officer. ‘I am
here to help the team ship faster with fewer surprises.’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: You are hired to lead a QA team of 6 that you did not build. The
previous manager left abruptly, morale is low, and processes are inconsis-
tent. What is your approach?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Listening before acting
• Identifying what to preserve, not just what to change
• Quick wins that build trust
• A realistic timeline for systemic changes

Example answer:

• “Phase 1 (Weeks 1-4): Listen. Individual 30-minute meetings with
every team member. Ask: ‘What is working? What is broken? What
would you change? What should I definitely NOT change?’ Take
notes. Make no promises.”
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• “Phase 2 (Weeks 3-6): Assess. Build a skills matrix. Identify single
points of failure. Map the test infrastructure: what exists, what is
maintained, what is abandoned. Check metrics: are things improv-
ing, declining, or flat?”

• “Phase 3 (Weeks 4-8): Quick wins. Fix the one pain point every team
member mentioned. This is usually something concrete: the flaky
pipeline, the terrible test environment, the bureaucratic process no-
body likes. Fixing it builds trust faster than any strategy document.”

• “Phase 4 (Months 2-6): Strategic changes. Introduce larger changes
with the team’s input. Explain every ‘why.’ Let the team co-create
new processes. People support what they help build.”

• “The key principle: diagnose before you prescribe. Every team is dif-
ferent.”

Question 3

Prompt: How do you assess and improve a QA team’s maturity level?
Walk me through your framework.

What a strong answer should cover:

• A clear maturity model with defined levels
• Assessment based on observable behaviors, not tools
• A realistic improvement path that does not skip levels
• Specific examples of what each level transition requires

Example answer:

• “I use a 5-level model: Reactive, Defined, Managed, Proactive, Pre-
ventive. The key is assessing based on what people do, not what
tools they have.”

• “Assessment: I look at observable behaviors. At Reactive (Level 1),
testing is ad hoc and bugs are found in production. At Managed
(Level 3), automation covers critical paths, CI/CD integration exists,
and metrics are tracked. At Preventive (Level 5), quality is built into
the development process and QA focuses on coaching and preven-
tion.”
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• “Improvement path: you cannot skip levels. Moving from Level 1
to 2 requires establishing basic processes and bug tracking. Moving
from 2 to 3 requires automation investment and CI/CD integration.
Moving from 3 to 4 requires shifting QA upstream into requirements
and design.”

• “I would assess the team quarterly, celebrate level transitions, and set
the next level as a visible team goal with specific milestones.”
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QUALITY CULTURE AND
ADVOCACY

Chapter 4: Making Quality Everyone’s Responsibility

The Culture Spectrum
“Quality is everyone’s responsibility” is the most frequently repeated

and least frequently practiced phrase in software engineering. Saying it
in a meeting is easy. Making it real – so that developers write tests be-
cause they want to, product managers define testable criteria because they
see the value, and managers invest in test infrastructure because they un-
derstand the ROI – is one of the hardest organizational challenges a QA
leader will face.
Most organizations fall somewhere on this spectrum. Understanding

where you are helps you plan the path forward.
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Stage Mindset Behaviors

Adversar-
ial

“QA finds bugs to
make devs look bad”

Blame culture. Developers resent QA. QA
is seen as a blocker. Bug counts used as
weapons.

Tolerant “QA is necessary but
annoying”

QA is tolerated but not valued. Testing
happens at the end. QA has limited influ-
ence on decisions.

Coopera-
tive

“QA helps us ship
better software”

Developers and QA collaborate. QA par-
ticipates in planning. Test automation is
shared.

Inte-
grated

“Quality is how we
work”

Developers write tests. QA coaches and
builds tooling. Quality metrics are part
of sprint goals. Defect prevention is cele-
brated.

From “QA Finds Bugs” to “The Team Prevents Bugs”

The shift from a detection-focused culture to a prevention-focused culture
does not happen through a single announcement or initiative. It happens
through hundreds of small interactions, decisions, and habits.

Tactic 1: Make Testing Visible in Sprint Ceremonies

• Share quality metrics in sprint review (not just “it was tested” but
defect rates, coverage changes, escaped defects)

• Bring quality-focused retrospective items every sprint
• Include test effort in story point estimates
• When quality is visible, it becomes part of the team’s identity

Tactic 2: Lower the Barrier for Developers to Test

• Build test frameworks that are easy for developers to use
• Write example tests that developers can copy and modify
• Create test data helpers that eliminate setup friction
• Maintain fast, reliable CI pipelines (if the pipeline is slow or flaky,
developers will stop running it)
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Tactic 3: Celebrate Prevention, Not Just Detection

• When a three amigos session catches a requirement ambiguity, call it
out: “We just prevented a bug”

• Track “bugs prevented” as a metric (requirements issues caught, de-
sign issues caught, code review catches)

• Recognize developers who write thorough tests

Tactic 4: Share the Testing Mindset

• Run “test this feature” challenges where developers and QA compete
to find the most bugs

• Pair developers with QA engineers for exploratory testing sessions
• Include “How should this be tested?” as a standard code review
question

Advocating for QA Investment

Every QA leader will, at some point, need to convince management to in-
vest in quality: more headcount, better tools, time for automation, time
for tech debt. Here is how to make the case effectively.

ROI Arguments That Work

Cost of bugs by phase:

Phase Found Relative Cost to Fix Example

Requirements 1x “We caught this in the three amigos
session”

Development 5x “The unit test caught this before code
review”

QA / Staging 10x “We found this in the regression suite”
Production 50-100x “Customers reported it, we rolled back,

and spent 3 days investigating”

Concrete cost stories work better than abstract ratios. Calculate the
actual cost of a recent production incident:
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“Last month’s payment processing bug took 4 developers 3 days to diagnose
and fix, caused 12 hours of downtime, resulted in 47 customer support tickets,
and required a public status page update. The fully loaded cost was approxi-
mately $45,000. The bug would have been caught by a $2,000 investment in
contract tests that we have been requesting for 6 months.”

Automation ROI calculation:

Manual test execution time per release: 40 hours
Number of releases per year: 24
Total manual testing time per year: 960 hours
Hourly cost (fully loaded): $75
Annual manual testing cost: $72,000

Automation development cost: $30,000 (one-time)
Automation maintenance per year: $10,000
Automation execution time per release: 2 hours (48 hours/year)

Year 1 savings: $72,000 - $30,000 - $10,000 - $3,600 = $28,400
Year 2+ savings: $72,000 - $10,000 - $3,600 = $58,400/year

Risk Stories

Beyond ROI, risk stories resonate with leadership:
• “We have no automated tests for our payment flow. A single unde-
tected regression could result in incorrect charges to customers.”

• “Our test environment is shared across 5 teams. When one team
breaks it, all teams are blocked. Dedicated environments would cost
$X/month but save Y hours of blocked developer time.”

• “We have one QA engineer who knows the billing system. If they
leave, we lose 3 years of domain knowledge with no documenta-
tion.”

Pro Tip: Keep a “cost of quality debt” log throughout the year. Every time a
production bug costs money, a missing test causes rework, or a lack of tooling
slows the team, log it with an estimated cost. When budget season comes, you
have a data-driven argument ready.

Common Mistake: Making the case for QA investment using QA-centric
metrics (test coverage, defect density, test case count). Executives do not care
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about these. They care about revenue, customer retention, risk, and speed to
market. Translate your metrics into their language.

The Quality Champions Program

A Quality Champions program embeds quality advocates in every devel-
opment team. These are not additional QA hires – they are developers,
product managers, or designers who take on a secondary role as quality
advocates for their team.

How to Build It

1. Recruit one champion per team (voluntary, not assigned)
2. Train them on testing basics, quality mindset, and your QA pro-
cesses

3. Give them a clear mandate: review test coverage, raise quality con-
cerns in planning, mentor teammates on testing

4. Meet monthly as a champions group to share learnings and align on
standards

5. Recognize their contributions (publicly, in performance reviews)

Champion Responsibilities and Time Investment

Responsibility Time Investment

Review test coverage for new features 30 min/sprint
Raise quality concerns in sprint planning Built into existing ceremony
Pair with QA on exploratory testing (once
per sprint)

1 hour/sprint

Attend monthly champions meeting 1 hour/month
Share testing best practices with their team Ongoing
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Measuring Champion Program Success

• Number of bugs caught in code review (before QA)
• Developer-written test coverage trend
• Reduction in escaped defects per team
• Team satisfaction with quality processes (survey)

Exercises

Beginner:
Assess your organization on the culture spectrum. What specific evi-

dence supports your assessment? Identify one tactic from this chapter you
could implement this week.
Intermediate:

Calculate the cost of your most recent production incident using the ROI
framework above. Write a one-page business case for the investment that
would have prevented it. Include both the cost story and the risk story.

Advanced:

Design a complete Quality Champions program for your organization. In-
clude: recruitment criteria, training curriculum (with topics and schedule),
responsibilities, recognition plan, success metrics, and a 6-month rollout
timeline. Pilot it with one team and document the results.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Led a cultural shift from “QA finds bugs” to “the team prevents
bugs” by implementing visible quality metrics in sprint ceremonies,
developer-accessible test frameworks, and a Quality Champions pro-
gram across 5 teams.

• Launched a Quality Champions program embedding quality advo-
cates in every product team, resulting in a 28% increase in bugs
caught during code review (before QA) and a 15% reduction in es-
caped defects.

• Built ROI-driven business cases for QA investment that secured
$120K in automation tooling budget by quantifying production in-
cident costs and projecting Year 1 savings of $58K.
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• Reduced the “cost of quality debt” by 40% by implementing shift-left
practices including three amigos sessions, developer-written accep-
tance tests, and test data helpers.

Cover letter framing

“Quality is everyone’s responsibility” is the most frequently repeated and
least frequently practiced phrase in software engineering. I make it real by
lowering barriers for developers to test, celebrating prevention alongside
detection, building ROI-driven investment cases that executives under-
stand, and creating Quality Champions programs that embed quality ad-
vocates in every team. The result is a culture where defects are prevented
upstream rather than detected downstream.

Interview framing

“I approach quality culture by making testing visible, accessible, and re-
warded. I make testing visible by sharing quality metrics in sprint cer-
emonies and tracking ‘bugs prevented’ alongside bugs found. I make it
accessible by building test frameworks developers can use with minimal
friction. I make it rewarded by celebrating when a three amigos session
catches a requirement gap – that is a prevented bug, not a non-event. I
optimize for measurable cultural shift: developer-written test coverage
trends, bugs caught before QA, and reduction in escaped defects. Trade-
offs include the significant time investment in coaching, tooling, and rela-
tionship building, but the payoff is a quality culture that scales beyond the
QA team’s headcount.”

What not to say

• “Quality is QA’s responsibility” – the entire chapter is about why this
mindset fails.

• “Developers should write more tests” without providing support –
mandates without tooling and coaching produce resentment, not
tests.

• “We track bug counts to measure quality” – bug counts measure de-
tection activity, not quality. Executives care about revenue, risk, and
delivery speed.
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• “Our QA team is the last line of defense” – positioning QA as the sole
safety net discourages everyone else from investing in quality.

• “We cannot make developers care about quality” – with the right in-
centives, tooling, and culture, developer testing behavior changes.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You join a company where developers do not write tests and

view testing as entirely QA’s job. How do you begin shifting the culture?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Starting with enablement, not mandates
• Making testing easy and rewarding for developers
• Measuring the right things to show progress
• Using specific tactics from the chapter

Example answer:

• “I would start by lowering the barrier, not raising the mandate. I
would build test templates, test data helpers, and example tests that
developers can copy and modify in 5 minutes.”

• “I would pair with one willing developer on one team to add tests
for their most bug-prone module. When those tests catch a regres-
sion next sprint, I would make it visible in standup: ‘Alex’s unit tests
caught a billing calculation error before it reached QA. That saved us
2 days of debug time.’ ”

• “I would include test effort in story point estimates so that testing is
part of ‘done,’ not an afterthought.”

• “I would measure developer-written test coverage trends (not man-
dated thresholds – trends) and celebrate upward movement: ‘Team
Alpha increased their unit test coverage from 15% to 35% this quar-
ter. Their escaped defect rate dropped 25%.’ ”

• “Mandate comes last, after adoption is already happening naturally.
The goal is developers wanting to write tests because they see the
benefit, not because QA told them to.”
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Question 2

Prompt: Your VP of Engineering asks you to justify the cost of the QA
team. Budget season is next month. How do you build the business case?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Using concrete cost stories, not abstract metrics
• Calculating the cost of recent production incidents
• Projecting automation ROI with real numbers
• Framing the argument in business terms, not QA terms

Example answer:

• “I would build the case on three pillars: cost avoidance, automation
ROI, and risk stories.”

• “Cost avoidance: ‘In Q4, QA caught 18 critical bugs before release.
Based on our average production incident cost of $8,500 (engineer-
ing time + customer escalation + revenue impact), that is $153,000
in avoided costs.’ ”

• “Automation ROI: ‘Our regression suite takes 40 hours to run man-
ually per release, 24 releases per year = 960 hours at $75/hour =
$72,000. Our automation investment of $30,000 plus $10,000/year
maintenance saves $58,400/year starting in Year 2.’ ”

• “Risk stories: ‘We have one QA engineer who is the sole owner
of payment flow testing. If they leave, we lose 3 years of domain
knowledge. This is a quantifiable risk to revenue.’ ”

• “I would present this in a one-page executive brief: headline met-
ric, cost avoidance data, ROI projection, top 3 risks of under-
investment.”

Question 3

Prompt: You want to launch a Quality Champions program. A skeptical
engineering manager says “my developers are too busy to take on extra
responsibilities.” How do you address this?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Quantifying the time investment (it is small)
• Framing the program as a time-saver, not a time-sink
• Proposing a low-commitment pilot
• Showing what the manager’s team gets in return

Example answer:

• “I would address the time concern directly: ‘The champion role takes
about 2 hours per sprint – 30 minutes reviewing test coverage, 1
hour pairing with QA, and 30 minutes in the monthly champions
meeting. That is less than 5% of their time.’ ”

• “I would reframe it as a time investment: ‘Last quarter, your team
spent 45 hours on rework from bugs found in QA. A champion re-
viewing test coverage during development would have caught at
least a third of those issues earlier, saving 15 hours of rework per
quarter.’ ”

• “I would propose a pilot: ‘One volunteer from your team for one
quarter. If they find it is a waste of time, we stop. If it reduces re-
work, we continue.’ ”

• “I would show what the team gets: ‘Their champion gets training on
testing mindset, priority access to QA pairing sessions, and recogni-
tion in performance reviews. Your team gets fewer escaped defects
and faster feedback loops.’ ”

Chapter 5: Turning Around Toxic QA-Dev Relationships

Diagnosing the Dysfunction
When QA and development have an adversarial relationship, it poisons

everything: bug reports become accusations, code reviews become battle-
fields, and sprint planning becomes a negotiation over testing time.
The first step to fixing a toxic relationship is understanding the root

cause. Symptoms are visible; causes are hidden.
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Symptom Likely Root Cause

Developers dismiss bugs without
investigation

Bug reports are poorly written or overly
frequent on trivial issues

QA feels disrespected QA is excluded from decisions and treated
as a service function

“Works on my machine” wars No shared definition of test environments
and configurations

Bug ping-pong (open, close, re-
open, repeat)

Unclear acceptance criteria and no shared
understanding of “done”

Blame after production incidents No blameless post-mortem process
QA is seen as “the blocker” QA is only involved at the end of the devel-

opment cycle
Developers do not write tests Testing is seen as QA’s job, not a shared

responsibility

The Repair Playbook

Step 1: Acknowledge the Problem Openly
In a retrospective or team meeting, name the elephant in the room:

“Our QA-dev collaboration is not working well. I am not blaming anyone –
this is a systemic issue, and we all own it. Let us figure out why and fix it to-
gether.”

This takes courage. It also signals that you are serious about change
and that you are approaching it as a partnership, not a power play.
Step 2: Pair Up

Assign developer-QA pairs for one sprint. They sit together (or pair virtu-
ally), test together, debug together. Relationship problems dissolve when
people work side by side.
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Pairing activities:

• Co-write acceptance criteria before development starts
• QA reviews the PR alongside the developer
• Developer joins exploratory testing session
• QA explains their bug investigation process to the developer
• Developer shows QA the system internals that inform better testing

Step 3: Establish Shared Standards

Co-create the Definition of Done, acceptance criteria format, and bug re-
port template. When both sides own the standards, neither side feels im-
posed upon.

Workshop format (2 hours):

1. Each side lists their pain points (30 min)
2. Identify overlapping concerns (15 min)
3. Co-draft standards that address the top concerns (45 min)
4. Agree to a 2-week trial period (15 min)
5. Schedule a review to adjust (5 min)

Step 4: Fix the Bug Report Problem

If developers dismiss bug reports, the reports probably need improvement.
If QA files too many low-priority bugs, agree on severity thresholds.

The bug report contract:

• QA agrees to: include complete reproduction steps, test on the
agreed environment, use the agreed severity definitions, respect the
triage process

• Developers agree to: investigate every bug that meets the severity
threshold, respond within the agreed SLA, not close bugs without
explanation
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Step 5: Celebrate Joint Wins

When a sprint ships with zero escaped defects, celebrate the whole team
– not just QA for catching bugs or dev for writing clean code. Quality is a
team outcome.

Dealing with Organizations That Do Not Value QA

Signs QA Is Not Valued
• QA is always the first budget cut
• QA is not invited to planning or design discussions
• “We do not have time for testing” is a frequent statement
• QA engineers are paid significantly less than developers
• There is no QA career path – senior QA engineers leave or become
developers

• Production bugs are blamed on QA, not on the team

How to Change It

Start with one team. Do not try to change the whole organization at
once. Find one team lead or engineering manager who is open to better
quality practices. Demonstrate results with that team, then use those re-
sults to expand.
Speak the language of business. Executives do not care about test

coverage or defect density. They care about revenue, customer retention,
and risk. Frame everything in those terms.
Document the cost of poor quality. Track production incidents, cus-

tomer complaints, developer time spent on hotfixes, and rollbacks. Build a
quarterly report that shows the true cost of skipping quality investment.
Be a partner, not a police officer. If QA is perceived as the department

that blocks releases and makes developers’ lives harder, the culture will
never change. Be the team that helps ship faster with confidence.

Pro Tip: When trying to change a culture that does not value QA, focus on
one high-visibility success. Help one team avoid a major production incident
through better testing. Make sure the right people know about it. One concrete
story is worth a hundred abstract arguments.
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Common Mistake: Responding to a toxic culture by becoming more adver-
sarial yourself. When QA feels undervalued, the temptation is to become more
rigid about quality gates and more vocal about bugs. This makes the problem
worse. Lower the walls, not raise them.

Exercises

Beginner:
Identify one relationship friction point between QA and development in

your organization. Which root cause from the diagnosis table does it map
to? What is one small action you could take this week to address it?
Intermediate:

Facilitate a 1-hour workshop with your QA and development teams to co-
create a Definition of Done. Document the result and track whether it re-
duces bug ping-pong over the next two sprints.

Advanced:

You inherit a QA team in an organization where QA-dev relationships are
toxic: developers dismiss bugs routinely, QA is not invited to planning,
and production incidents are blamed on QA. Design a 6-month turnaround
plan using the repair playbook. Include monthly milestones, specific met-
rics to track progress, and your communication strategy for leadership.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Repaired a toxic QA-development relationship through a structured
pairing program and co-created standards workshop, reducing bug
dismissal rates from 35% to under 8% within one quarter.

• Established a “bug report contract” between QA and development
that reduced bug ping-pong cycles by 55% and cut average bug reso-
lution time from 5 days to 2 days.

• Transformed QA perception from “release blocker” to “delivery part-
ner” by implementing collaborative testing practices, resulting in QA
being invited to 100% of sprint planning sessions (up from 30%).
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• Led cultural change in an organization that did not value QA,
starting with one willing team and expanding to 4 teams within 6
months through demonstrated results.

Cover letter framing

When QA and development are adversarial, everyone loses: bug reports
become accusations, planning becomes a negotiation over testing time,
and production incidents trigger blame instead of learning. I repair these
relationships through structured pairing, co-created standards, and a part-
nership approach that positions QA as the team that helps ship faster with
confidence, not the department that says “no.”

Interview framing

“I approach toxic QA-dev relationships by diagnosing the root cause, not
just the symptoms. I use a structured repair playbook: acknowledge the
problem openly, pair QA and developers together, co-create shared stan-
dards so neither side feels imposed upon, and celebrate joint wins to rein-
force the partnership. I optimize for demonstrated value over mandated
process. If developers do not see QA’s value, I change QA’s behavior be-
fore asking them to change theirs. Trade-offs include the patience required
– cultural change takes 3 to 6 months – but the alternative is a permanent
adversarial dynamic that degrades quality for everyone.”

What not to say

• “Developers do not respect QA” – frames the problem as one-sided
without examining QA’s contribution to the dynamic.

• “I enforce quality standards regardless of pushback” – adversarial
enforcement makes the relationship worse, not better.

• “Bug reports speak for themselves” – poorly written bug reports are
often the root cause of developer dismissal.

• “QA should have final say on releases” – QA makes risk visible; the
business decides. Claiming veto power creates the “blocker” percep-
tion.

• “We just need more process” – process without relationship trust cre-
ates compliance, not collaboration.
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Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You join a new team as a QA lead and discover that developers

routinely close bug reports with “cannot reproduce” without any investiga-
tion. Bug ping-pong is constant. How do you fix this?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Investigating whether bug reports are actually complete and repro-
ducible

• Creating a shared agreement between QA and development
• Addressing both sides’ contributions to the problem
• Measuring improvement over time

Example answer:

• “First, I would audit the last 20 closed-as-cannot-reproduce bugs.
Are the reproduction steps actually complete? Is the environment
specified? Is the test data included? If QA’s bug reports are incom-
plete, that is the first thing to fix.”

• “I would propose a ‘bug report contract’: QA agrees to include com-
plete reproduction steps, specific environment details, test data, and
expected vs. actual behavior. Developers agree to spend at least 30
minutes attempting to reproduce before closing, and to write a spe-
cific reason if they cannot reproduce.”

• “I would facilitate a 1-hour workshop where QA and developers co-
create the bug report template and the response SLA. Co-creation
prevents either side from feeling imposed upon.”

• “I would track the ‘cannot reproduce without investigation’ rate
weekly. If it drops from 35% to under 10% within 4 weeks, the con-
tract is working.”

Question 2

Prompt: Your QA team is not invited to sprint planning. The scrum mas-
ter says “planning is for the delivery team.” How do you get QA into plan-
ning without creating conflict?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Understanding the scrum master’s concern (time, relevance)
• Making the case with specific examples of value QA adds in planning
• Proposing a low-friction trial
• Demonstrating value before requesting permanent inclusion

Example answer:

• “I would talk to the scrum master privately: ‘I understand your con-
cern about keeping planning focused. Can I share why QA’s presence
in planning prevents problems downstream?’ ”

• “I would give specific examples: ‘In the last 3 sprints, we found 5
requirements ambiguities during testing that required rework and
story re-pointing. If QA had been in planning, we would have caught
those during story refinement.’ ”

• “I would propose a trial: ‘Let QA join the next 3 planning sessions.
We will contribute testability questions and acceptance criteria re-
view – nothing more. If the team finds it valuable, we stay. If not,
we leave.’ ”

• “I would coach my QA engineers on what to contribute in planning:
ask ‘how will we test this?’ for each story, flag ambiguous accep-
tance criteria, and identify dependencies that affect test data. Keep
contributions concise and high-value.”

Question 3

Prompt: An engineering manager says to you: “We do not need a dedi-
cated QA team. Developers should test their own code.” How do you re-
spond?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Acknowledging the value of developer testing
• Articulating what dedicated QA adds beyond developer self-testing
• Using data from the organization to support the argument
• Proposing a pilot if they are unconvinced
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Example answer:

• “I would start by agreeing: ‘You are right that developers should test
their own code. Unit tests, integration tests, code review – all essen-
tial. The question is whether developer self-testing is sufficient, or
whether dedicated QA adds value on top.’ ”

• “I would articulate the additive value: ‘Developers test what the code
is supposed to do. QA tests what the code is not supposed to do –
edge cases, cross-feature interactions, user flow scenarios, and fail-
ure modes. These require a different mindset and a different skill
set.’ ”

• “I would use data: ‘In the last quarter, QA found 23 bugs that passed
code review and unit tests. 8 of those were severity 1 or 2. Here is
the estimated cost if those had reached production.’ ”

• “If they are still unconvinced: ‘Let us run a pilot. One team operates
without QA for one quarter. We track escaped defects, developer
time spent on testing, and customer-reported bugs. If the metrics are
comparable to teams with QA, you are right and we will adjust.’ ”



P A R T I I I

LEADERSHIP IN PRACTICE –
SCENARIO SIMULATIONS

Chapter 6: Leadership Scenario Simulations

Great QA leaders are not born – they are forged through difficult situa-
tions. This chapter presents 25 realistic leadership scenarios that QA leads
and managers face regularly. For each scenario, you will find the situation,
the key tensions, a recommended approach, and the reasoning behind it.
Use these scenarios for self-study, team workshops, or management

training. The goal is not to memorize the “right” answers but to develop
your leadership judgment so you can handle novel situations with confi-
dence.
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Scenario 1: The Release Deadline vs. Quality Conflict

Situation: It is Friday afternoon. The product manager wants to release
a major feature on Monday. Your testing reveals 3 medium-severity bugs
that affect edge cases in the payment flow. The PM says “those edge cases
affect less than 1% of users” and wants to ship.
Key Tensions: Business urgency vs. quality standards. QA authority

vs. PM authority. Risk tolerance vs. risk aversion.

Recommended Approach:

1. Quantify the risk: 1% of users on a payment flow could mean thou-
sands of dollars in incorrect charges

2. Propose a compromise: ship with the bugs but add monitoring alerts
for the affected edge cases, with a commitment to hotfix by Wednes-
day

3. Document the decision: send an email summarizing the known risks,
the decision, and who made it

4. Do not block the release unilaterally – that destroys trust. Instead,
make the risk visible and let the business make an informed deci-
sion.

The Principle: QA’s job is to make risk visible, not to make business
decisions. You inform; the business decides. But you always document.

Scenario 2: The Underperforming Senior QA Engineer

Situation: A senior QA engineer on your team has been delivering
mediocre work for the past quarter. Their test coverage is declining, they
are not mentoring juniors as expected, and they seem disengaged. Before
this quarter, they were a top performer.
Key Tensions: Performance expectations vs. empathy. Team standards

vs. individual circumstances. Short-term productivity vs. long-term reten-
tion.
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Recommended Approach:

1. Have a private 1:1 conversation focused on understanding, not con-
frontation

2. Lead with curiosity: “I have noticed a change in your engagement
over the past few months. Is everything okay? Is there something
going on that I should know about?”

3. If personal issues emerge, offer support: flexible schedule, reduced
scope, EAP referral

4. If it is a motivation issue, explore root causes: boredom, lack of
growth, team friction, disagreement with direction

5. Co-create a plan with specific, measurable expectations and a time-
line for improvement

6. Follow up weekly. If improvement does not happen after 4-6 weeks,
escalate to a formal performance plan.

The Principle: Always assume positive intent first. Top performers do
not become mediocre without a reason. Find the reason before you pre-
scribe the cure.

Scenario 3: The “We Don’t Need QA” Developer

Situation: A senior developer consistently pushes back on QA involve-
ment: “My code is well-tested, I do not need QA to check my work.” They
skip three-amigos sessions and occasionally deploy without waiting for QA
sign-off.
Key Tensions: Developer autonomy vs. process compliance. Individual

confidence vs. systemic risk. Confrontation vs. collaboration.

Recommended Approach:

1. Do not make it adversarial. Approach with curiosity: “I have noticed
you prefer to handle your own testing. Can you walk me through
your testing approach? I want to understand your process.”

2. If their process is genuinely thorough, acknowledge it: “Your unit
test coverage is excellent. Here is what QA adds on top: cross-
browser testing, integration scenarios, and exploratory edge cases
that unit tests do not cover.”
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3. Propose a data-driven experiment: “Let us track escaped defects for
your code over the next quarter – with and without QA review. If the
data shows QA is not adding value, I will adjust the process.”

4. If they continue to bypass the process, escalate to their manager –
but frame it as a process risk, not a personality conflict.

The Principle: Earn respect through demonstrated value, not through
process enforcement. If a developer does not see QA’s value, the problem
might be that QA has not demonstrated value for their specific work.

Scenario 4: Justifying a New QA Hire to Skeptical Leadership

Situation: Your team is overwhelmed. Release quality is declining, and
escaped defects are increasing. You need another QA engineer, but the VP
of Engineering says “we need to do more with less.”
Key Tensions: Resource constraints vs. quality needs. Cost reduction

vs. risk mitigation. Data-driven arguments vs. gut-feel resistance.

Recommended Approach:

1. Build the case with data, not emotions:
• “Escaped defects have increased 40% this quarter”
• “Average time to fix a production bug is 3 developer-days. We
had 8 production bugs last quarter. That is 24 developer-days
of reactive work – more expensive than a QA hire.”

• “Our regression testing takes 3 days manually. A new hire fo-
cused on automation would reduce this to 4 hours within 6
months.”

2. Present options, not demands: “Here are three options at different
investment levels and the expected impact of each.”

3. Start with a contractor if budget is tight: “Let us bring on a 3-month
contractor to prove the ROI. If escaped defects decrease, we convert
to full-time.”

The Principle: When asking for resources, never just state the need.
Quantify the cost of NOT investing. Make the “do nothing” option expen-
sive.
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Scenario 5: Two QA Engineers in Conflict

Situation: Two QA engineers on your team disagree about the test au-
tomation strategy. One wants to use Playwright for everything. The other
insists on a custom API testing framework. The disagreement has become
personal, and it is affecting team morale.
Key Tensions: Technical disagreement vs. interpersonal conflict. Team

autonomy vs. leader intervention. Perfect solution vs. any solution.

Recommended Approach:

1. Meet with each person individually first. Understand their technical
reasoning AND their emotional state.

2. Acknowledge both perspectives: “Both approaches have merit. Let
me explain what I hear from each of you.”

3. Reframe the discussion around criteria, not preferences: “Let us eval-
uate both options against our requirements: maintenance cost, CI
integration, team skill set, and coverage goals.”

4. If the technical decision is close to equal, make the call yourself:
“Both options could work. I am going with Option A because [spe-
cific reason]. I need both of you to commit to making it succeed.”

5. Address the personal conflict directly: “The technical disagreement
is healthy. The way it has been communicated is not. I need you
both to commit to professional discourse.”

The Principle: Technical disagreements become toxic when they be-
come identity-linked (“I am the Playwright person”). Separate the person
from the position.

Scenario 6: The Junior Who Is Not Progressing

Situation: A junior QA engineer has been on the team for 6 months. They
are pleasant, hard-working, and eager, but they are not progressing at the
expected rate. Their test cases are still basic, they struggle with automa-
tion, and they rarely find bugs that the seniors miss.
Key Tensions: Supporting growth vs. setting standards. Patience

vs. pragmatism. Person’s potential vs. role requirements.
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Recommended Approach:

1. Review the skills matrix together: “Here is where you are and here is
where I expected you to be at 6 months.”

2. Identify the specific gap: Is it test design thinking? Technical skills?
Product knowledge? Confidence?

3. Create a focused development plan: “For the next 6 weeks, we
are going to focus specifically on exploratory testing. You will pair
with me for 2 hours every week, and I will assign you progressively
harder testing challenges.”

4. Set a clear timeline: “At the end of 6 weeks, I expect you to be able
to independently test a medium-complexity feature and find at least
the major edge cases.”

5. Be honest about consequences: “I want you to succeed here, and
I will invest in helping you. If we are not seeing improvement by
[date], we will need to have a different conversation.”

The Principle: Kindness without clarity is cruelty. The kindest thing
you can do for someone who is not progressing is to tell them clearly and
give them a concrete plan.

Scenario 7: Production Incident During a Holiday

Situation: You are on vacation when a critical production bug is discov-
ered. Your team is reaching out to you via Slack. The on-call developer
says it is a test gap, and the VP of Engineering wants a post-mortem.
Key Tensions: Work-life balance vs. leadership responsibility. Team au-

tonomy vs. leader dependency. Blame avoidance vs. honest accountability.

Recommended Approach:

1. Acknowledge the situation and delegate: “I see the issue. [Name],
you are the acting lead. Here is what I recommend for triage. Keep
me posted on major decisions only.”

2. Do NOT take over from vacation. If you do, you teach the team that
they cannot function without you.

3. When you return, lead the blameless post-mortem: “What failed in
our process? Not who failed.”
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4. If there was a genuine test gap, own it: “Our test strategy did not
cover this scenario. Here is how we will close the gap.”

The Principle: A leader’s absence is a test of the team they have built.
If the team cannot handle an incident without you, that is a leadership
failure, not a team failure.

Scenario 8: Being Asked to Cut QA Corners for a “Strategic” Release

Situation: The CEO personally asks you to reduce testing scope for a
“strategically important” release that needs to ship this week. The release
has had minimal QA involvement because it was fast-tracked.
Key Tensions: CEO authority vs. professional integrity. Career risk

vs. quality risk. Being a team player vs. being a quality advocate.

Recommended Approach:

1. Do not say “no” outright. Do not say “yes” without conditions.
2. Present the risk clearly: “I can reduce testing scope. Here is what we
will test, here is what we will skip, and here is the risk of what we
skip.”

3. Propose risk mitigation: “If we ship with reduced testing, I recom-
mend a feature flag rollout to 10% of users first, with monitoring
alerts, and a full regression within 48 hours.”

4. Document the conversation: send a follow-up email summarizing
the agreed scope, known risks, and mitigation plan.

5. Never refuse a direct request from the CEO without offering an alter-
native. But never silently accept risk that could harm customers.

The Principle: QA leadership is about making risk visible and manage-
able, not about being the “department of no.”

Scenario 9: A Key QA Engineer Gives Notice

Situation: Your best automation engineer gives two weeks notice. They
own the test framework, most of the CI/CD pipeline configuration, and
have deep product knowledge that no one else has.
Key Tensions: Knowledge preservation vs. time pressure. Retention ef-

fort vs. respect for their decision. Short-term crisis vs. long-term systemic
fix.
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Recommended Approach:

1. Have an honest conversation: “I respect your decision. Is there any-
thing that would change your mind?” If not, move to knowledge
transfer immediately.

2. Schedule knowledge extraction sessions (3 one-hour sessions using
the knowledge extraction interview format in Chapter 10).

3. Record everything: walkthroughs, debugging sessions, architecture
decisions.

4. Identify the most critical knowledge gaps and prioritize transfer ac-
cordingly.

5. After they leave, conduct a retrospective: “Why did we have a single
point of failure? How do we prevent this in the future?”

The Principle: If one person’s departure causes a crisis, the crisis was
already there – you just could not see it. Use the departure as a catalyst to
fix the systemic bus factor problem.

Scenario 10: Inheriting a QA Team with Low Morale

Situation: You are the new QA manager. The previous manager was au-
thoritarian, micromanaged everything, and did not advocate for the team.
Morale is low. Two engineers are job-searching. The rest are disengaged.
Key Tensions: Urgency to act vs. need to listen first. Building trust

vs. making necessary changes. Retaining people vs. accepting some
turnover.

Recommended Approach:

1. Week 1: Meet everyone individually. Listen. Do not promise any-
thing you cannot deliver.

2. Week 2: Fix one visible pain point. Ask the team: “What is the one
thing that, if I fixed it, would make your daily work better?”

3. Week 3-4: Meet with each person again. Share your observations
and your preliminary plan.

4. Month 2: Start rebuilding processes with team input. Make deci-
sions transparent.

5. Ongoing: Protect the team from organizational dysfunction. Advo-
cate for them visibly.
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6. Accept that you may lose 1-2 people who have already decided to
leave. Focus your energy on those who are willing to give the new
leadership a chance.

The Principle: Trust is rebuilt through consistent actions, not declara-
tions. You cannot talk your way to trust. You have to demonstrate it, one
decision at a time.

Scenario 11: Pressure to Automate Everything

Situation: The CTO read a blog post about “100% test automation” and
wants you to automate all manual tests within 6 months. Your current au-
tomation covers 30% of the regression suite.
Key Tensions: Leadership expectations vs. technical reality. Saying yes

vs. setting realistic expectations. Automation aspirations vs. maintenance
costs.

Recommended Approach:

1. Acknowledge the goal without committing to the unrealistic time-
line: “I agree we need to increase automation. Let me present a real-
istic plan.”

2. Explain the testing pyramid and why 100% end-to-end automation is
counterproductive (maintenance costs, flakiness, slow feedback)

3. Present a phased plan: “We can reach 70% automation in 6 months
by focusing on API tests (fast, stable, high coverage). Full regression
automation across all layers will take 12 months.”

4. Quantify what you need: “To hit 70% in 6 months, I need [specific
resources].”

5. Set up a dashboard that shows automation progress weekly.
The Principle: When leadership asks for the impossible, your job is to

translate enthusiasm into a realistic plan – not to say “that is impossible”
and not to say “sure, we will do it.”

Scenario 12: The QA Engineer Who Wants to Become a Developer

Situation: A strong QA engineer on your team tells you they want to tran-
sition to a developer role. You do not want to lose them from QA, but you
want to support their career.
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Key Tensions: Team needs vs. individual growth. Retention vs. honesty.
Short-term loss vs. long-term relationship.

Recommended Approach:

1. Support their goal openly: “That is a great ambition. Let me help
you think through the path.”

2. Explore whether a hybrid role (SDET) could satisfy their interest
while keeping them on the team

3. If they are committed to full development, help them build a tran-
sition plan: what skills to develop, what projects to take on, what
timeline is realistic

4. Be honest about the impact: “I would hate to lose you from the team.
Let us find a path that works for both of us.”

5. If they transition, maintain the relationship. They become a devel-
oper who deeply understands QA – that is an asset to the organiza-
tion.

The Principle: Supporting someone’s career, even when it takes them
away from your team, builds loyalty and reputation. The QA engineer you
helped become a developer will send you great candidates for years.

Scenario 13: Disagreeing with Your Boss on QA Strategy

Situation: Your VP of Engineering wants to eliminate the dedicated QA
team and distribute testing responsibility entirely to developers. You be-
lieve this will reduce quality. They believe it will increase velocity.
Key Tensions: Organizational authority vs. professional expertise. Fol-

lowing orders vs. advocating for your team. Short-term velocity vs. long-
term quality.

Recommended Approach:

1. Do not fight the idea. Engage with it: “I understand the reasoning.
Let me think through how we could make this work and what risks
we need to mitigate.”

2. Present a balanced analysis: “Here is what I think will work well
with this approach, and here are the 3 risks I am most concerned
about.”
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3. Propose a pilot: “Let us try this with one team for a quarter and mea-
sure: escaped defects, developer velocity (including time spent on
testing), and customer satisfaction.”

4. If the pilot goes poorly, you have data. If it goes well, you have
learned something.

5. If the VP insists on a full rollout without a pilot, express your con-
cerns clearly in writing, then execute the decision professionally.

The Principle: You owe your boss your honest professional opinion.
Once the decision is made, you owe them your best effort to make it suc-
ceed. Passive resistance or sabotage is never acceptable.

Scenario 14: A Sprint with Zero Time Allocated for Testing

Situation: The sprint is packed with development work. The scrum mas-
ter says there is no capacity for testing in this sprint. Features will be de-
veloped and testing will happen “next sprint.”

Key Tensions: Sprint capacity vs. quality inclusion. Process adherence
vs. business pressure. Speaking up vs. going along.

Recommended Approach:

1. Raise the concern in planning: “If we develop features this sprint
and test them next sprint, we are creating a quality debt that will
slow us down.”

2. Propose alternatives: “Can we reduce scope by 20% and include test-
ing within this sprint? Shipping 4 tested features is better than devel-
oping 5 untested ones.”

3. If overruled, document the risk and propose a plan: “Okay. I will
create a testing backlog for next sprint. I want to flag that we will
likely find bugs that require rework, which will reduce next sprint’s
velocity.”

4. After the fact, track the cost: how much rework was needed in the
next sprint? Use this data to prevent it from happening again.

The Principle: Testing is not a separate phase. It is part of “done.” A
feature that is developed but not tested is not done – it is a liability.
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Scenario 15: Managing a Remote QA Team Across Time Zones

Situation: Your QA team of 6 is spread across 3 time zones (US Pacific,
India, Eastern Europe). Communication gaps are causing duplicate work,
missed handoffs, and isolation.
Key Tensions: Global talent access vs. coordination overhead. Syn-

chronous collaboration vs. asynchronous work. Inclusion vs. timezone
bias.

Recommended Approach:

1. Establish a 2-hour overlap window where all timezones can meet
(rotate this so no single timezone always suffers)

2. Move as much communication as possible to asynchronous channels:
detailed Slack updates, recorded stand-ups, written test plans

3. Create handoff protocols: end-of-day summaries that enable the next
timezone to continue seamlessly

4. Pair across timezones deliberately: assign cross-timezone pairs for
knowledge transfer

5. Meet the whole team synchronously at least once per week. Use this
time for discussion, not status updates.

6. Be intentional about inclusion: ensure remote team members have
equal voice in decisions

The Principle: In a remote team, information that is not written down
does not exist. Default to documentation.

Scenario 16: Being Asked to QA a Feature with No Requirements

Situation: A developer ships a feature to the staging environment and
asks you to “test it.” When you ask for requirements, they say “it should
work like the design in Figma.” The Figma file has no annotations, no
edge case specifications, and no acceptance criteria.
Key Tensions: Delivering on testing responsibility vs. having adequate

inputs. Being flexible vs. enabling bad process. Getting the work done
vs. fixing the systemic issue.
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Recommended Approach:

1. Do not refuse to test. Do not accept vague requirements silently.
2. Spend 30 minutes exploring the feature and the Figma file. Write
your own acceptance criteria based on what you observe.

3. Share the criteria with the developer and PM: “Based on the design,
here is what I am going to test. Please confirm these are correct, and
let me know if I am missing anything.”

4. Test against your documented criteria. Any ambiguity you discover
becomes a bug report or a clarification request.

5. After the sprint, raise the systemic issue: “We spent X hours clarify-
ing requirements that should have been defined upfront. Let us add
a requirements review step to our process.”

The Principle: Do not let perfect process be the enemy of good testing.
Test what you can, document what is missing, and advocate for process
improvement separately from the immediate work.

Scenario 17: The Flaky Test Suite Crisis

Situation: Your automated test suite has become so flaky that the team
has started ignoring failures. The CI pipeline shows red more often than
green. Developers are merging code despite failing tests.
Key Tensions: Automation investment vs. current instability. Fixing

existing tests vs. writing new ones. Team confidence in automation vs. cyn-
icism.

Recommended Approach:

1. Declare a “stability sprint” or dedicate 20% of QA capacity to flaki-
ness reduction

2. Categorize every flaky test: race condition, test data dependency,
environment issue, timing issue, actual bug

3. For each category, fix the root cause, not just the symptom (do not
just add retries everywhere)

4. Delete tests that have been flaky for over a month with no fix. A
flaky test is worse than no test.

5. Introduce a flakiness metric: track the percentage of test runs that
pass on first attempt. Set a target (e.g., 99%).
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6. Make the pipeline trustworthy again before adding new tests.
The Principle: A test suite that is not trusted is worse than no test suite.

It consumes maintenance time while providing no confidence. Trust is the
most important property of your automation.

Scenario 18: QA Is the Bottleneck in the Release Process

Situation: Every release is delayed by QA. Developers complain that code
sits in the “testing” column for days. The product manager is frustrated.
You know the problem is insufficient QA capacity, but the team sees it as a
QA efficiency problem.
Key Tensions: QA capacity vs. release velocity. QA reputation vs. sys-

temic constraints. Short-term perception vs. long-term solution.

Recommended Approach:

1. Make the data visible: “Here is the average time each story spends
in each stage. Testing takes 2 days because we have 3 QA engineers
testing work from 20 developers.”

2. Identify what can be done without more headcount: Can developers
run smoke tests before handing off? Can you automate the regres-
sion suite to free up QA time? Can you implement risk-based testing
to focus on high-priority items?

3. Propose parallel testing: QA starts testing as soon as individual sto-
ries are done, not when the whole sprint is complete

4. Implement a WIP limit: “We will only pull 3 stories into testing at a
time. This forces us to finish testing before starting new work.”

5. Use the data to make the case for additional QA investment.
The Principle: “QA is the bottleneck” is usually a symptom of “quality

is under-resourced.” Make the systemic issue visible with data.

Scenario 19: A QA Engineer Reports Harassment

Situation: A QA engineer on your team tells you in a 1:1 that a developer
on another team has been making dismissive and condescending remarks
about their work and their competence. The QA engineer is upset and con-
sidering leaving.
Key Tensions: Immediate support vs. due process. Confidentiality

vs. action. Team dynamics vs. individual safety.
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Recommended Approach:

1. Listen completely. Do not minimize, do not immediately jump to so-
lutions.

2. Thank them for telling you: “I take this seriously. You should not
have to deal with this.”

3. Ask what they want: “How would you like me to handle this? I have
some options, and I want you to be comfortable with the approach.”

4. If the behavior is harassment, you are legally and ethically obligated
to report it to HR, even if the person asks you not to. Be transparent
about this: “I need to involve HR because this behavior violates our
code of conduct. I will support you through the process.”

5. Follow up regularly. Ensure there is no retaliation.
6. If the behavior is disrespectful but not at the harassment threshold,
talk to the offending person’s manager. Do not confront the individ-
ual directly if you are not their manager.

The Principle: A leader’s first obligation is the safety and wellbeing of
their team. Act swiftly, follow your company’s process, and never ask the
person being harassed to “just let it go.”

Scenario 20: Merging Two QA Teams After an Acquisition

Situation: Your company acquires a smaller company. Both companies
have QA teams with different tools, processes, standards, and cultures.
You are asked to merge them into one.

Key Tensions: Standardization vs. respecting existing practices. Effi-
ciency vs. morale. Speed vs. thoroughness.

Recommended Approach:

1. Month 1: Learn. Meet everyone on both teams. Understand both
team’s tools, processes, and cultures. Do not assume your way is bet-
ter.

2. Month 2: Find common ground. Identify practices that both teams
share and can be adopted as the new standard.

3. Month 3: Address differences. For each area of divergence, evalu-
ate both approaches objectively. Choose the better one (not always
yours). Document the rationale.
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4. Month 4-6: Migrate gradually. Provide training, pairing, and support
for the transition. Do not force a “big bang” switchover.

5. Throughout: Protect people. The acquired team is vulnerable. Make
it clear that this is a merger, not a takeover. Retain the best people
from both teams.

The Principle: In a merger, culture eats tools for breakfast. If you get
the people integration right, the technical integration follows. If you get
the people integration wrong, nothing else matters.

Scenario 21: Being Promoted Over a Peer

Situation: You are promoted to QA Manager. One of your former peers,
who also wanted the role, now reports to you. The relationship has be-
come awkward.
Key Tensions: New authority vs. existing friendship. Peer dynamics

vs. hierarchical dynamics. Their disappointment vs. your success.

Recommended Approach:

1. Have a direct, honest conversation within the first week: “I know
this is an awkward transition. I respect you, and I value your exper-
tise. I want us to work well together.”

2. Ask about their career goals: “I want to help you get to where you
want to be. What can I do to support your growth?”

3. Do not overcompensate by being too lenient or too strict with them.
Treat them fairly – the same as other team members.

4. Give them meaningful responsibility and visibility. If they wanted
management, give them opportunities to lead projects or mentor
juniors.

5. If they decide to leave, respect the decision and maintain the rela-
tionship.

The Principle: Acknowledge the awkwardness. Do not pretend it does
not exist. Most relationships survive this transition when the new leader is
honest, empathetic, and fair.
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Scenario 22: Stakeholder Demands Conflicting Priorities

Situation: Product Manager A says testing their payment feature is the
top priority. Product Manager B says testing their new onboarding flow
is the top priority. Both features launch the same week. You do not have
capacity for both.
Key Tensions: Competing stakeholder interests. QA capacity con-

straints. Political navigation.

Recommended Approach:

1. Do not decide yourself. Escalate to the person who owns both priori-
ties (their shared manager or the product director).

2. Present the trade-off clearly: “I have capacity to fully test one fea-
ture and do risk-based testing on the other. Here is the risk profile of
each. Which one gets full coverage?”

3. Offer data: “Payment has higher financial risk. Onboarding has
higher user acquisition impact. Here is my recommendation, but the
priority decision is yours.”

4. Once the decision is made, execute it and communicate the plan to
both PMs.

The Principle: When priorities conflict, elevate the decision to the per-
son with the authority to make it. Your job is to make the trade-off visible,
not to absorb it silently.

Scenario 23: A QA Engineer Pushes Back on Your Decision

Situation: You decide to sunset a custom test framework and migrate to
Playwright. A senior QA engineer pushes back hard. They built the custom
framework and believe it is superior for your use case.
Key Tensions: Leader’s authority vs. team member’s expertise. Strate-

gic direction vs. emotional investment. Being open to feedback vs. making
decisions.

Recommended Approach:

1. Listen genuinely to their concerns: “You know this codebase better
than anyone. Walk me through why you think the custom frame-
work is better.”
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2. Evaluate their arguments on merit. If they raise valid points you had
not considered, adjust your decision.

3. If your decision stands after hearing them out, explain the reasoning:
“I understand the custom framework’s strengths. The reason I am
moving to Playwright is [strategic reasons: hiring, community sup-
port, maintenance reduction]. These long-term factors outweigh the
short-term advantages.”

4. Give them a meaningful role in the migration: “I want you to lead
the migration plan. Your deep knowledge of the current framework
is essential for a smooth transition.”

5. Acknowledge their investment: “The framework you built served
us well for [X years]. This is not a reflection of the quality of your
work.”

The Principle: Disagreement is healthy. How you handle it determines
whether your team trusts you to listen while still being decisive.

Scenario 24: Budget Cut – Reducing the QA Team

Situation: The company is cutting costs. You are told to reduce your QA
team by 25%. You have to decide who stays and what coverage to sacri-
fice.
Key Tensions: Team loyalty vs. organizational reality. Individual impact

vs. company survival. Short-term pain vs. long-term viability.

Recommended Approach:

1. Make the decisions based on clear criteria: skills the team needs to
retain, breadth of coverage, and performance – not on seniority or
personal relationships

2. Advocate for the affected people: help them with references, job
search support, and severance negotiation if possible

3. Be transparent with the remaining team: “Here is what happened,
here is why, and here is how we are going to adjust our coverage.”

4. Adjust the test strategy immediately: “With fewer people, we need
to automate more, risk-test more, and cover less. Here is the revised
priority list.”

5. Do not pretend everything is fine. The team will be mourning col-
leagues and worried about their own security.
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The Principle: In a layoff, how you treat the people leaving determines
the morale of the people staying. Treat everyone with dignity.

Scenario 25: Building QA Credibility as a New Leader in a Skeptical
Organization

Situation: You join a company as the first QA Manager. The engineer-
ing leadership is skeptical about QA’s value. They hired you because of
increasing production issues, but they are not sure QA is the answer.
Key Tensions: Proving value vs. building sustainable processes. Quick

wins vs. strategic investment. Being assertive vs. being collaborative.

Recommended Approach:

1. Week 1-2: Do not talk about what QA will do. Listen to what the
engineers struggle with.

2. Week 3-4: Find the biggest pain point that QA can solve quickly.
Usually it is one of: flaky deployments, recurring production bugs,
or lack of test environments.

3. Month 2: Fix that pain point visibly. Show the before-and-after data.
4. Month 3: Use the credibility you have earned to propose a broader
QA strategy.

5. Throughout: Position QA as a partner, not an authority. “I am here
to help the team ship faster with fewer surprises” not “I am here to
enforce quality standards.”

The Principle: In a skeptical organization, you cannot lead with author-
ity you have not earned. You must lead with value. Demonstrate impact
first, then expand your mandate.

Exercises

Beginner:
Choose 3 scenarios from this chapter. For each, write your initial gut re-

action (what you would do instinctively), then compare it with the recom-
mended approach. Where do your instincts align? Where do they diverge?
What does this tell you about your leadership style?
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Intermediate:

Take Scenario 4 (Justifying a New QA Hire) and customize it for your real
situation. Using your actual data – escaped defects, production incidents,
manual testing time, team capacity – build a presentation that you could
deliver to your leadership to justify a new hire.

Advanced:

Facilitate a scenario simulation workshop with your team. Present 5 sce-
narios (without the recommended approaches) and have the team discuss
in small groups for 10 minutes each. Then compare their approaches with
the recommendations. Discuss the differences. This builds leadership judg-
ment across the team, not just in you.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Navigated 15+ complex QA leadership scenarios including release-
quality conflicts, team conflicts, layoffs, and organizational restruc-
turing, maintaining team stability and quality outcomes through
each transition.

• Led a data-driven initiative to justify and secure 2 additional QA
headcount by quantifying escaped defect costs at $192K/year and
presenting risk-adjusted ROI projections to the VP of Engineering.

• Resolved a toxic QA-development relationship through a structured
pairing program and shared standards workshop, reducing bug ping-
pong rates by 55% and improving cross-team satisfaction scores.

• Managed QA team through a company acquisition, merging two
teams with different tools and processes into a unified organization
within 4 months with zero regretted attrition.

Cover letter framing

QA leadership is forged through difficult situations – release deadline con-
flicts, underperforming team members, organizational skepticism, and
budget cuts. I have navigated each of these by combining empathy with
data, making risk visible to decision-makers, and treating every challenge
as an opportunity to strengthen the team’s resilience. My approach centers
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on making informed trade-offs transparent rather than absorbing them
silently.

Interview framing

“I approach leadership scenarios by first separating the immediate decision
from the systemic issue. When there is a release deadline conflict, I make
the risk visible and let the business decide, but I also document the deci-
sion and address the root cause. When a team member underperforms, I
assume positive intent first and investigate before prescribing. When lead-
ership asks for the impossible, I translate enthusiasm into a realistic plan.
I optimize for trust: teams trust leaders who are honest, consistent, and
willing to make hard calls with transparency. Trade-offs include occasion-
ally being the bearer of unwelcome news, but the alternative – silent risk
absorption – is always worse.”

What not to say

• “I block releases until QA is satisfied” – unilateral blocking destroys
trust; making risk visible and letting the business decide is the lead-
ership approach.

• “I just follow the process” – processes do not cover every scenario;
leadership requires judgment.

• “I have never had a team conflict” – either you have not led a team
long enough or you are not aware of the conflicts.

• “I would never lay someone off” – sometimes organizational realities
require it; the question is how you treat people through it.

• “I handle these situations instinctively” – instinct without a frame-
work produces inconsistent results.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: Your automation suite has become so flaky that the develop-

ment team has started ignoring test failures and merging code despite red
builds. The trust in automation is broken. How do you fix it?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Acknowledging the severity: a distrusted test suite is worse than no
test suite

• A systematic approach to categorizing and fixing flakiness
• A willingness to delete unfixable tests
• Rebuilding trust through demonstrated reliability

Example answer:

• “First, I would acknowledge the problem to the team: ‘Our test suite
has a credibility problem. If you cannot trust the results, the suite is
providing negative value because it consumes time without provid-
ing confidence.’ ”

• “I would declare a stability sprint: no new tests until existing tests
are reliable. I would categorize every failure: race condition, test
data dependency, environment issue, timing, or actual bug.”

• “For each category, I would fix the root cause. I would not add retries
everywhere – that masks problems. Tests that have been flaky for
over a month with no root cause get deleted.”

• “I would introduce a flakiness metric: percentage of runs passing on
first attempt. Target: 99%. I would make this visible on the team
dashboard.”

• “Once reliability reaches 99%, I would re-engage with the dev team:
‘The suite is trustworthy now. Here is the data. Can we agree that
red builds block merges again?’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: The CEO personally asks you to ship a release with minimal test-
ing because of a competitive deadline. You know the release has not been
adequately tested. What do you do?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Not saying “no” outright and not saying “yes” without conditions
• Quantifying and documenting the risk
• Proposing risk mitigation measures
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• Protecting yourself and the team with written communication

Example answer:

• “I would not refuse – that destroys the relationship. And I would not
silently accept – that puts customers at risk.”

• “I would present the risk clearly: ‘I can reduce testing scope. Here is
what we will cover, here is what we will skip, and here is the proba-
bility and impact of a defect in the areas we skip.’ ”

• “I would propose mitigation: ‘If we ship with reduced testing, I rec-
ommend a feature flag rollout to 5% of users, monitoring alerts on
the untested flows, and a full regression within 48 hours.’ ”

• “I would document everything: a follow-up email summarizing the
known risks, the mitigation plan, and the decision-maker. This is not
CYA – it is risk management.”

• “After the release, I would track the outcome and use it as data for
future conversations about adequate testing time.”

Question 3

Prompt: You are promoted to QA Manager and a former peer who also
wanted the role now reports to you. The relationship is tense. How do you
navigate the first month?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Addressing the awkwardness directly within the first week
• Asking about their career goals and offering genuine support
• Treating them fairly – not overcompensating with leniency or strict-
ness

• Accepting that the relationship may change and some tension is nor-
mal

Example answer:

• “I would have a direct conversation within the first week: ‘I know
this transition is uncomfortable. I respect you, I value your expertise,
and I want to find a way for us to work well together.’ ”
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• “I would ask about their goals: ‘Do you still want a management
path? If so, I want to help you get there. What can I do to support
your growth?’ ”

• “I would give them meaningful responsibility: leading a project, men-
toring a junior, presenting to stakeholders. If they wanted leader-
ship, give them leadership opportunities.”

• “I would not treat them differently from other team members – no
special leniency and no overcompensation. Fairness builds trust
faster than favoritism.”

• “I would accept that some awkwardness will persist for 2-3 months
and that is normal. If after 3 months they decide to leave, I would
respect the decision and maintain the relationship.”

Question 4

Prompt: Two senior QA engineers on your team are in a heated disagree-
ment about whether to use Playwright or Cypress for the next automation
framework. The disagreement is becoming personal. How do you resolve
it?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Separating the technical decision from the interpersonal conflict
• Reframing the discussion around objective criteria
• Being willing to make the call if the technical merits are close
• Addressing the personal tension directly

Example answer:

• “I would meet with each person individually first to understand their
technical reasoning AND their emotional state.”

• “I would reframe the discussion: ‘We are going to evaluate both
options against five criteria: CI integration, cross-browser support,
team learning curve, community support, and maintenance cost. Let
us score each option objectively.’ ”

• “If the scores are close, I would make the decision: ‘Both tools could
work. I am choosing Playwright because of its broader browser sup-
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port, which aligns with our upcoming mobile testing initiative. I
need both of you to commit to making this succeed.’ ”

• “I would address the personal conflict directly: ‘The technical debate
was healthy. The personal attacks were not. I need you both to com-
mit to professional communication going forward. Your expertise is
too valuable to this team for it to be undermined by interpersonal
friction.’ ”

• “I would give the person whose tool was not chosen a meaningful
role: ‘I want you to lead the migration plan. Your deep knowledge of
our current framework is essential for a smooth transition.’ ”

Question 5

Prompt: Your team is the perceived bottleneck in the release process –
every release is delayed by QA. The product manager is frustrated. What
do you do?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Making the real constraint visible with data
• Identifying process improvements within QA’s control
• Proposing systemic solutions beyond just QA
• Reframing the narrative from “QA is slow” to “quality is under-
resourced”

Example answer:

• “I would start with data: ‘Here is the average time each story spends
in each workflow stage. QA takes 2 days because we have 3 QA engi-
neers testing output from 20 developers. The math does not work –
this is a capacity issue, not an efficiency issue.’ ”

• “I would identify what can improve without more headcount: can
developers run smoke tests before handoff? Can we automate the
regression suite? Can we use risk-based testing to focus on high-
priority items?”

• “I would propose parallel testing: start testing individual stories as
they complete, not the whole sprint at once. Implement WIP limits
to prevent QA from being overwhelmed.”



82 QA LEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

• “I would use the data to make the systemic case: ‘We can improve
throughput 30% with process changes. To fully eliminate the bottle-
neck, we need 2 more QA engineers – here is the ROI calculation.’ ”



PA R T I V

THE SBI FEEDBACK MODEL AND
MENTORING CONVERSATIONS

Chapter 7: The SBI Feedback Model in Depth

Why Most Feedback Fails
Most feedback fails because it is vague, delayed, or personal. “Good job”

tells someone nothing about what to repeat. “You need to improve” tells
someone nothing about what to change. “You always miss edge cases” is
not feedback – it is a character judgment that triggers defensiveness.
The SBI model (Situation, Behavior, Impact) structures feedback so that

it is specific, timely, objective, and actionable. It works for both construc-
tive (positive) feedback and corrective (developmental) feedback.
The SBI Framework
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Compo-
nent

What It Answers Rules

Situation When and where did
the behavior occur?

Be specific about time and place. “Yes-
terday in sprint review” not “sometimes
in meetings.”

Behavior What specifically did
the person do?

Observable facts only. What a camera
would record. Not your interpretation
of why they did it.

Impact What was the result of
that behavior?

On you, on the team, on the project, on
stakeholders. Be specific and genuine.

10 SBI Feedback Examples for QA Leaders

Constructive (Positive) Feedback Examples

Example 1: Sprint Review Presentation

Situation: “In yesterday’s sprint review…” Behavior: “…you presented the
test results with clear metrics – pass rate, coverage delta, and the two open
risks.” Impact: “The product manager said afterward that it was the first time
she really understood the quality status. That kind of clarity builds trust in QA
and helps the team make better release decisions.”

Example 2: Helping a Developer Debug

Situation: “During the bug triage meeting on Tuesday…” Behavior:
“…when Dave was struggling to reproduce the checkout bug, you shared your
screen and walked him through the exact test data setup and environment con-
figuration.” Impact: “He fixed the bug within an hour of your pairing session,
instead of the 2-3 days it might have taken. You also built a stronger relation-
ship with the dev team.”

Example 3: Proactive Risk Identification

Situation: “In the three amigos session for the payment refund feature…”
Behavior: “…you identified that partial refunds on split payments had no de-
fined behavior, and you documented 4 specific edge cases before a single line of
code was written.” Impact: “The developer adjusted the design upfront, which
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prevented what would have been a complex production bug. That is exactly the
kind of shift-left impact we want.”

Example 4: Mentoring Initiative

Situation: “Over the past month…” Behavior: “…you have been pairing
with Sarah on exploratory testing every Wednesday for 45 minutes, and you
created a testing challenge exercise for her.” Impact: “Sarah’s bug reports have
noticeably improved in detail and relevance. She told me in our 1:1 that your
sessions are the most valuable part of her week. You are directly accelerating
her growth.”

Example 5: Test Suite Maintenance

Situation: “Last week when the CI pipeline was showing intermittent fail-
ures…” Behavior: “…you took the initiative to investigate, categorized 12 flaky
tests by root cause, fixed 8 of them, and deleted the 4 that were obsolete.” Im-
pact: “Our pipeline pass rate went from 82% to 97%. Developers are now trust-
ing the test results again, which means they are actually looking at failures in-
stead of ignoring them.”

Corrective (Developmental) Feedback Examples

Example 6: Incomplete Bug Reports

Situation: “On the bug report you filed for SHOP-234…” Behavior: “…the
steps to reproduce were missing the browser version and the specific test data
you used.” Impact: “The developer spent 2 hours trying to reproduce it before
asking you for more details. That slows down the fix and creates frustration on
the dev side.”

Follow-up: “How can we make sure reproduction steps are complete before
filing?”

Example 7: Missing Sprint Ceremonies

Situation: “In the last two sprints…” Behavior: “…you have missed three
standup meetings and did not send a written update on those days.” Impact:
“The team did not know the status of testing, which led to duplicate work when
a developer picked up a story you were already testing. The rest of the team
feels disconnected from QA.”



86 QA LEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

Follow-up: “What is getting in the way of attending standups? Is the timing
a problem, or is something else going on?”

Example 8: Adversarial Bug Filing

Situation: “In the bug report for CART-567 yesterday…” Behavior: “…the
description included the phrase ‘this is an obvious bug that any developer
should have caught.’ ” Impact: “The developer felt attacked and pushed back
on the bug’s validity instead of investigating it. It damaged the collaborative
relationship we have been building with that team.”

Follow-up: “I know it is frustrating when obvious issues slip through. Let us
talk about how to express that frustration in a way that gets the bug fixed faster
instead of slower.”

Example 9: Over-Automating Low-Value Tests

Situation: “In your automation work over the past two weeks…” Behavior:
“…you have written 15 new end-to-end tests for the static FAQ page, which has
not changed in 6 months and has no planned changes.” Impact: “Those tests
will need maintenance every time we update the UI framework, and they are
not protecting us against the real risks, which are in the payment and checkout
flows.”

Follow-up: “Let us review how we prioritize what to automate. Can you
look at the risk matrix and propose a reordered automation backlog?”

Example 10: Not Speaking Up in Meetings

Situation: “In the last three architecture reviews…” Behavior: “…you did
not raise any testability concerns, even though two of the designs had no log-
ging, no error handling, and no discussed test strategy.” Impact: “We are now
testing features that are hard to debug and observe, which is adding days to our
test cycles. Your perspective on testability is valuable, and the team needs to
hear it during design, not after implementation.”

Follow-up: “I know speaking up in those meetings can feel intimidating.
Would it help if we reviewed the designs together beforehand so you can pre-
pare your questions?”

Common SBI Mistakes
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Mistake Example Fix

Vague situation “Sometimes you…” “In yesterday’s standup…”
Interpreting in-
stead of observing

“You were not pay-
ing attention”

“You were looking at your phone
during the demo”

Generalizing “You always miss
edge cases”

“In the SHOP-234 test plan, the
boundary conditions for quantity
were not included”

Skipping impact “Your bug report was
missing steps”

Add: “which caused the devel-
oper to spend 2 hours reproduc-
ing the issue”

Delivering feed-
back publicly

Corrective feedback
in a team meeting

Always deliver corrective feed-
back privately, in a 1:1

Stacking multiple
issues

“Also, last week
you…”

One SBI per conversation. If
there are multiple issues, sched-
ule separate conversations.

Exercises

Beginner:
Write one constructive and one corrective SBI feedback statement based

on a real recent interaction. Check each against the common mistakes ta-
ble.
Intermediate:

Practice delivering your corrective SBI feedback to a colleague (with their
permission) or in front of a mirror. Note your tone, body language, and
whether you asked a follow-up question. Then ask the recipient how it felt
to receive.
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Advanced:

Implement SBI as your team’s standard feedback format. Train the team
in a 30-minute workshop. Track usage over 4 weeks. Survey the team on
whether feedback quality has improved.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Implemented the SBI feedback model as the standard format across
a QA team of 8, increasing constructive feedback frequency by 3x
and reducing interpersonal conflict in bug resolution by 40%.

• Trained 15 engineers (QA and development) on structured feedback
delivery, resulting in measurably improved code review communica-
tion quality and faster bug triage cycles.

• Replaced vague performance conversations with specific, behavior-
based SBI feedback, improving team satisfaction with management
feedback from 3.1 to 4.4 on a 5-point scale.

Cover letter framing

Most feedback fails because it is vague, delayed, or personal. I use the SBI
model – Situation, Behavior, Impact – to deliver feedback that is specific,
timely, and actionable. By training teams on structured feedback and em-
bedding it into daily interactions like code reviews, bug triage, and sprint
ceremonies, I build a culture where feedback accelerates growth instead of
creating defensiveness.

Interview framing

“I approach feedback using the SBI model: I anchor every piece of feed-
back in a specific Situation, describe the observable Behavior, and explain
the Impact. For corrective feedback, I add an Intent question to under-
stand the person’s reasoning before prescribing a change. I optimize for
timeliness – positive feedback within 24 hours, corrective feedback within
48 hours, and never saving surprises for performance reviews. Trade-offs
include the discipline required to give feedback this frequently, but the
compounding effect on team performance is the highest ROI activity a
leader can invest in.”
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What not to say

• “Good job” without specifics – tells the person nothing about what to
repeat.

• “You need to improve” without context – tells the person nothing
about what to change.

• “You always miss edge cases” – this is a character judgment that trig-
gers defensiveness, not an SBI statement.

• “I gave them feedback but they did not change” – if the feedback was
vague or poorly timed, the delivery is the problem, not the recipient.

• “I prefer to give feedback informally” – informal feedback without
structure tends to be vague, biased, and inconsistent.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A QA engineer on your team consistently arrives late to

standups and does not send written updates on the days they miss. Other
team members are frustrated. Give me the SBI feedback you would de-
liver.
What a strong answer should cover:

• A specific situation, not a generalization
• Observable behavior, not interpretation of intent
• Concrete impact on the team
• A follow-up question to understand the root cause

Example answer:

• “Situation: ‘In the last two sprints…’ ”
• “Behavior: ‘…you missed four standup meetings and did not send a
written update on any of those days.’ ”

• “Impact: ‘The team did not know the status of testing for the check-
out feature. On Tuesday, a developer started work on a story you
were already testing, which wasted 3 hours of their time. The rest of
the team feels disconnected from QA progress.’ ”
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• “Follow-up: ‘What is getting in the way? Is it a scheduling conflict, a
workload issue, or something else? I want to solve this with you, not
just point it out.’ ”

• “I would deliver this privately, not in a group setting, and I would
listen to the response before proposing a solution.”

Question 2

Prompt: You observe a senior QA engineer give excellent constructive
feedback to a junior during a pairing session – they identified a gap in the
junior’s test plan and coached them through it. How do you recognize this
using SBI?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Timely delivery (within 24 hours)
• Specific observable behavior, not generic praise
• Impact on the junior’s growth and the team
• Using the recognition to reinforce mentoring behaviors

Example answer:

• “I would deliver this feedback the same day, not wait for a 1:1:”
• “Situation: ‘During your pairing session with Alex this morning…’ ”
• “Behavior: ‘…when you saw that the test plan was missing bound-
ary conditions for the quantity field, you did not just tell Alex to add
them. You asked, What would happen if a user entered zero? What
about negative numbers? What is the maximum? You walked them
through the thinking process instead of giving the answer.’ ”

• “Impact: ‘Alex told me afterward that they now have a mental model
for boundary testing they can apply to every feature. You did not
just fix one test plan – you upgraded their thinking. That is exactly
the mentoring impact I want our seniors to have.’ ”

• “This feedback also reinforces the behavior I want to see more of:
teaching thinking processes, not just correcting outputs.”
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Question 3

Prompt: How do you handle a situation where you need to give corrective
SBI feedback but the person becomes defensive and says “that is not what
happened”?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Staying calm and not escalating the defensiveness
• Separating behavior (facts) from interpretation
• Being open to the possibility that your observation was incomplete
• Returning to the conversation later if emotions are high

Example answer:

• “First, I would check my own SBI: was the Behavior statement gen-
uinely factual (what a camera would record), or did I accidentally
include interpretation? If I said ‘you were dismissive’ instead of ‘you
said let us move on while the developer was still explaining,’ that is
my error.”

• “If the SBI was factual and they are disputing the facts, I would say:
‘Help me understand what happened from your perspective. I may
be missing context.’ Genuine openness to their version sometimes
reveals information I did not have.”

• “If they are disputing the Impact rather than the Behavior, I would
hold firm: ‘Regardless of intent, the developer felt dismissed. The
impact is real even if it was not your intention. How can we prevent
that impact next time?’ ”

• “If emotions are too high to have a productive conversation, I would
say: ‘I can see this is landing hard. Let us pause and come back to
this tomorrow.’ Pushing through defensiveness rarely produces a
good outcome.”

Chapter 8: Mentoring Junior QA Engineers

Teaching vs. Telling
There is a fundamental difference between telling a junior engineer

“write a test for this” and teaching them how to think about what needs
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testing and why. Telling produces compliance. Teaching produces capa-
bility. The goal of mentoring is not to create someone who follows your
instructions. It is to create someone who, given an unfamiliar situation,
can figure out the right approach on their own.
Great mentors do not produce people who test the way they test. Great

mentors produce people who think critically about quality and develop
their own effective style.

The Mentoring Mindset

Principle 1: Ask Before You Tell
When a junior comes to you with a question, resist the urge to immedi-

ately give the answer. Instead, ask questions that guide them to discover
it.

Junior: “Should I automate this test?”
Bad mentor response: “Yes, automate it with Playwright.”
Good mentor response: “How often does this test need to run? What is the

cost of running it manually each time? Is the UI stable enough that the test will
not be flaky? What do you think?”

Principle 2: Make Thinking Visible

When you are testing, narrate your thought process out loud. Juniors can-
not learn your reasoning if they only see your actions.

“I am going to test the coupon field next. I am prioritizing it because
coupons involve money, and money-related bugs have high business impact.
My first test will be a valid coupon, to make sure the happy path works. Then I
will try an expired coupon, a coupon for a different product, a coupon with ex-
tra spaces, and no coupon at all. I am thinking about boundary conditions and
negative cases.”

Principle 3: Normalize Not Knowing

When you do not know something, say so openly. “I am not sure how this
API handles concurrent requests. Let me look it up.” This teaches juniors
that expertise is not about knowing everything – it is about knowing how
to find out.
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Principle 4: Separate Feedback on the Work from Judgment of the Person

“This test case is missing edge cases” is feedback on the work. “You always
miss edge cases” is a judgment of the person. The first is constructive. The
second is destructive.

The 30/60/90 Day Onboarding Plan

A structured onboarding plan prevents the common failure mode where a
junior QA engineer sits at their desk for three days reading documentation
before anyone checks on them.

Days 1-30: Learn and Observe

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

1 Product
knowledge

Product tour, user journey
mapping, read existing test
cases, shadow a senior QA

Written summary of
top 5 user flows

2 Tooling and
environment

Set up dev/test environ-
ments, learn the test frame-
work, run existing test suites

Successfully execute
the full regression
suite

3 Process Attend all sprint ceremonies,
learn the bug reporting pro-
cess, review past bug reports

File 3 well-written
bug reports (reviewed
by mentor)

4 First contribu-
tion

Write 5 test cases for a low-
risk feature, execute them,
report results

Test cases reviewed
and approved by men-
tor

Days 31-60: Contribute with Support

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

5-6 Independent
testing

Own testing for a small fea-
ture, write test cases, exe-
cute, file bugs

Complete test cover-
age for one feature

continued on next page
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Week Focus Activities Deliverable

7-8 Automation
basics

Write first automated test
(with mentor pairing), learn
the CI pipeline

3-5 automated tests
merged and passing in
CI

Days 61-90: Contribute Independently

Week Focus Activities Deliverable

9-10 Expanded
scope

Own testing for a medium
feature, participate in three
amigos

Test plan for a feature
(reviewed by mentor)

11-
12

Growing
autonomy

Identify test gaps indepen-
dently, propose improve-
ments, mentor newer team
members

Self-assessment of
skills and goals for next
quarter

Pairing Techniques

Pairing is the single most effective mentoring tool. It provides real-time
feedback, models expert thinking, and builds relationship trust.

Exploratory Testing Pairs

Format: Senior and junior test the same feature together for 30-60 min-
utes.

How to run it:

1. Senior starts by exploring for 10 minutes, narrating their thought
process

2. Junior takes over, with senior asking guiding questions: “What
would happen if…?” “Have you tried…?” “What are the boundaries
here?”

3. Debrief: discuss what was found, what was missed, and why
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Code ReviewWalkthroughs

Format: Review a PR together, with the senior explaining what they look
for and why.

What to point out:

• “I check the test file first. If there are no tests, that is a red flag.”
• “This function has three nested conditionals. That means there are at
least 8 paths to test.”

• “This database query does not have a limit. What happens with 10
million records?”

Automation Coaching

Format: Build a test together using the driver-navigator pattern.
1. Junior writes the code (driver). Senior guides the approach (naviga-
tor).

2. Switch roles after 15-20 minutes.
3. The junior should be driving 70% of the time. The point is for them
to build muscle memory.

Realistic Mentoring Conversation Scripts

The following scripts demonstrate how effective mentoring conversations
unfold in practice. These are not templates to follow word-for-word – they
are models of the rhythm, tone, and techniques that great mentors use.

Script 1: The Junior Who Is Afraid to File Bugs

Mentor: “How is the testing going on the checkout feature?”
Junior: “Pretty good. I found a couple of things but I am not sure if they are

actually bugs or if I am just not understanding the requirements.”
Mentor: “Walk me through what you found.”
Junior: “Well, when I add more than 10 items to the cart and apply a

coupon, the discount is calculated on the original price, not the discounted bulk
price. But maybe that is by design?”

Mentor: “That is a great observation. Let me ask you: if you were a cus-
tomer, what would you expect to happen?”

Junior: “I would expect the coupon to apply to whatever price I am paying.”
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Mentor: “That is a reasonable expectation. And it is not documented either
way, which means there is ambiguity in the requirement. That alone is worth
filing. Here is what I want you to do: file it as a question, not a statement. Title
it something like ‘Clarification needed: coupon calculation on bulk-discounted
orders.’ Describe what you observed, what you expected, and why. Then let the
PM decide whether it is by design or a bug.”

Junior: “But what if the PM says it is by design and thinks I wasted their
time?”

Mentor: “A PM who thinks clarifying ambiguous requirements is a waste of
time has a bigger problem. But more practically: I have never seen a PM get
annoyed at a well-written question. The ones they get annoyed at are vague
– ‘this seems wrong’ – not specific ones like what you described. File it. I will
review it before you submit.”

Script 2: The Junior Who Wants to Automate Everything

Mentor: “I saw you added 8 new automated tests this week. Walk me
through your thinking.”

Junior: “I automated the new user registration flow – happy path, validation
errors, email verification, the whole thing.”

Mentor: “Good coverage. Now let me ask: how often does the registration
flow change?”

Junior: “I think it was redesigned about 6 months ago.”
Mentor: “And how often does it get tested?”
Junior: “Every release – we always do a full regression.”
Mentor: “Okay, so it changes rarely but gets tested often. That is a good can-

didate for automation. Now let me push you: of the 8 tests you wrote, which
ones are most likely to break due to a code change, not a UI change?”

Junior: “The validation ones, probably. The UI ones might break if they
change a button label or move an element.”

Mentor: “Right. So the validation tests are testing business logic through the
UI. Could you test that same logic through the API instead?”

Junior: “Oh, I had not thought of that. The API would be faster and more
stable.”

Mentor: “Exactly. Keep the happy-path UI test – that validates the end-to-
end user experience. Move the validation tests to the API layer. That is the test-
ing pyramid in action. You get the same coverage with lower maintenance cost.”
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Script 3: The Junior Who Made a Mistake

Mentor: “I wanted to talk about the payment processing test that went out
with a gap. The currency conversion edge case that hit production.”

Junior: “I know. I am so sorry. I missed it completely.”
Mentor: “Tell me about your test plan for that feature. Walk me through

how you decided what to test.”
Junior: “I tested all the cases in the requirements: USD to EUR, GBP to USD,

and JPY to EUR. But the bug was with currencies that have different decimal
precision – JPY has no decimal places.”

Mentor: “So you tested the documented cases. That is the baseline. The
question is: how could you have discovered the undocumented edge case?”

Junior: “I guess I should have looked at the currency data more carefully?”
Mentor: “That is one approach. Here is the thinking tool I use: whenever I

see a data type in a requirement – in this case, ‘currency’ – I ask myself, ‘What is
different about different instances of this data?’ For currencies, the differences
are: symbol, decimal precision, conversion rate magnitude, and exchange rate
volatility. Each difference is a potential edge case.”

Junior: “That is a really useful way to think about it.”
Mentor: “It is a skill that develops over time. You now know about the cur-

rency decimal precision issue. Next time you will catch it. And the thinking tool
– asking ‘what is different about different instances?’ – will help you catch other
similar issues you have not encountered yet.”

Junior: “Should I add this to the test plan retroactively?”
Mentor: “Yes. And I want you to do one more thing: write a short post in

the QA channel about what you learned. Not as a confession, but as a knowl-
edge share. ‘Here is an edge case pattern I discovered: when testing with data
types that have variability (currencies, dates, time zones), check for precision
and format differences.’ Sharing what you learned makes the whole team
smarter.”

Script 4: The Mid-Career Check-In

Mentor: “You have been on the team for about 8 months now. I want to
check in on how you are feeling about your growth.”

Junior: “Honestly, I feel like I have plateaued. I am good at running tests
and filing bugs, but I do not feel like I am getting better at the strategic stuff.”

Mentor: “That is a really perceptive observation, and the fact that you recog-
nize it means you are ready for the next level. Let me ask: what does ‘strategic
stuff’ mean to you?”
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Junior: “Like, deciding what to test and what not to test. Setting priorities.
Knowing when something is risky without being told.”

Mentor: “That is risk-based testing, and it comes from two things: domain
knowledge and a mental model of where bugs live. You have been building
domain knowledge for 8 months. Now we need to develop your risk intuition.
Here is what I propose: for the next sprint, I want you to write the test strategy
for one feature – before we discuss it as a team. Decide what to test thoroughly,
what to test lightly, and what to skip. Document your reasoning. Then we will
compare your plan with what I would have done and discuss the differences.”

Junior: “That sounds terrifying but also exactly what I need.”
Mentor: “Perfect. That means you are in the stretch zone. If it felt comfort-

able, you would not be learning.”

Common Mistakes Junior QA Engineers Make

Mistake Why It Happens How to Coach Through It

Testing only the
happy path

They follow the spec lit-
erally without thinking
about what could go
wrong

Teach them to ask “What if?”
for every input, state, and
interaction

Filing vague
bug reports

They do not realize how
much detail developers
need

Review their first 10 bug re-
ports together; provide a tem-
plate

Automating
everything

They think automation
means quality

Teach the test pyramid and
ROI-based automation deci-
sions

Not asking ques-
tions

They fear looking incom-
petent

Explicitly say “I expect you to
ask questions. Not asking is
the mistake.”

Comparing
themselves to
seniors

They feel inadequate be-
cause they cannot do what
the senior does

Remind them of the growth
timeline. Show them your old
code or early bug reports.

Over-relying on
the mentor

They ask for help before
trying to solve it them-
selves

Establish a rule: “Try for 20
minutes, then ask. When you
ask, tell me what you tried.”

continued on next page
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Mistake Why It Happens How to Coach Through It

Skipping ex-
ploratory test-
ing

They treat the test case list
as exhaustive

Pair on exploratory sessions;
show them what structured
exploration looks like

Not communi-
cating blockers

They sit stuck for hours
without telling anyone

Check in proactively. Create a
safe channel for “I am stuck”
messages.

Setting Expectations and Tracking Growth

Skills Matrix
Create a simple skills matrix and review it monthly:

Skill Month 1 Month 3 Month 6 Target

Bug report quality Learning Compe-
tent

Proficient Proficient

Exploratory testing Learning Learning Competent Proficient
Test case design Learning Compe-

tent
Competent Proficient

Automation (basic) Not started Learning Competent Competent
CI/CD understand-
ing

Not started Learning Competent Competent

Product domain
knowledge

Learning Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Communication in
ceremonies

Learning Compe-
tent

Competent Proficient

Regular Check-ins

• Weekly 1:1 (30 min): What went well? What is challenging? Any
blockers? Feedback in both directions.

• Monthly skills review (45 min): Update the skills matrix. Celebrate
progress. Set goals for the next month.
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• Quarterly career conversation (60 min): Where do they want to
be in 1 year? What skills do they want to develop? What experi-
ences do they need?

When to Let Them Fail (Safely) vs. When to Intervene

This is the hardest judgment call in mentoring. Too much intervention cre-
ates dependency. Too little creates frustration and wastes time.

Let Them Fail When:

• The failure is recoverable (a missed bug in staging, not production)
• The learning from the failure is high-value
• They have the tools and knowledge to recover on their own
• The failure will not affect other people’s work significantly
Example: They write a flaky test. Let it fail in CI. Let them investigate

why it is flaky. Let them discover the race condition themselves. Then dis-
cuss what they learned.

Intervene When:

• The failure would affect customers or production
• They are stuck and visibly frustrated (past the productive struggle
point)

• They are about to make a mistake that would take days to undo
• The mistake would damage their relationship with the team
Example: They are about to file a bug report that accuses a specific de-

veloper of carelessness. Intervene before they send it. Coach them on neu-
tral language.

The Struggle Zone Framework

Comfort Zone --> Too easy, no growth
Struggle Zone --> Challenging but achievable, maximum growth
Panic Zone --> Too hard, causes anxiety and shutdown

Your job as a mentor is to keep them in the struggle zone as much as
possible. Adjust the difficulty of assignments up or down based on where
they are.
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Building Confidence in Juniors Who Doubt Their Abilities

Imposter syndrome is extremely common among junior QA engineers, es-
pecially those who come from non-CS backgrounds or who work alongside
experienced developers.
Acknowledge the feeling as normal. “Everyone feels this way when

they start. I felt this way. The senior developers felt this way. It fades with
experience and evidence.”
Create early wins. Assign tasks that are challenging enough to feel

meaningful but achievable enough to succeed. Each completed task builds
the evidence that counteracts self-doubt.
Make their contributions visible. When they find a good bug, mention

it in standup. When they write a clean test, point it out in the code review.
When they ask a smart question in planning, tell them afterward.

Normalize the learning curve. Share the timeline: “At 3 months, I ex-
pect you to be competent at X. At 6 months, Y. You are ahead/on track/we
need to focus on Z.” Concrete timelines replace vague anxiety with clear
expectations.
Separate technical skill from worth. “Not knowing how to write a

Playwright test does not make you a bad QA engineer. It means you have
not learned it yet. Let me show you.”

Exercises

Beginner:
Write a 30-day onboarding plan for a junior QA engineer joining your

team, customized to your product and tech stack. Include specific tasks,
deliverables, and check-in points.
Intermediate:

Practice the SBI model: write one constructive and one corrective feed-
back example based on a recent interaction with a junior engineer. Then
deliver the feedback and reflect on how it was received.

Advanced:

Design a complete mentoring program for your team: pairing schedule,
skills matrix, check-in cadence, escalation criteria for performance issues,
and success metrics. Implement it for one quarter and document the re-
sults.
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Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and executed a structured 30/60/90-day onboarding pro-
gram for junior QA engineers that reduced time to independent con-
tribution from 12 weeks to 6 weeks.

• Mentored 5 junior QA engineers through exploratory testing pairing,
automation coaching, and progressive challenge assignments, with 4
achieving Mid-level proficiency within 12 months.

• Created a skills matrix and monthly review cadence for junior engi-
neers that provided visible growth tracking and early identification
of development blockers.

• Developed realistic mentoring conversation frameworks (includ-
ing scripts for filing-fear, over-automation, and mistake recovery)
adopted as the standard approach across 3 QA teams.

Cover letter framing

Great mentors do not produce people who test the way they test – they
produce people who think critically about quality and develop their own
effective style. I mentor juniors through structured onboarding, progres-
sive challenge assignments, and deliberate pairing techniques that build
both skill and confidence. The result is faster ramp-up, higher retention,
and junior engineers who become independent contributors months ahead
of schedule.

Interview framing

“I approach mentoring juniors by following four principles: ask before I
tell, make my thinking visible, normalize not knowing, and separate feed-
back on the work from judgment of the person. I structure onboarding in
30/60/90-day phases, pair regularly for exploratory testing and automa-
tion coaching, and calibrate challenge level to keep them in the struggle
zone – not too easy, not too hard. I optimize for independence: my goal is
that after 90 days, they can own testing for a medium-complexity feature
without my involvement. Trade-offs include significant time investment in
the first 3 months, but the payoff is an engineer who contributes indepen-
dently for years.”
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What not to say

• “I just pair juniors with seniors and let them learn by osmosis” – un-
structured mentoring is inconsistent and often neglects fundamen-
tals.

• “Juniors should be able to figure things out from the documenta-
tion” – documentation without mentoring produces slow, anxious
onboarding.

• “I expect juniors to ask questions when they are stuck” – many ju-
niors are afraid to ask; the mentor must proactively check in.

• “I give juniors the easy tasks” – easy tasks do not build capability;
progressive challenges do.

• “After 90 days they should be fully independent” – 90 days is for ba-
sic independence; full proficiency takes 6-12 months.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A junior QA engineer has been on the team for 4 months and

still cannot independently write a test plan for a simple feature. How do
you diagnose the problem and create a plan?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Diagnosing the specific gap: is it test design thinking, product knowl-
edge, confidence, or something else?

• Using the skills matrix for an objective assessment
• Creating a focused, time-bound development plan
• Being honest about consequences if improvement does not happen

Example answer:

• “I would start by diagnosing the specific gap. I would review their
last 3 test plans together: ‘Walk me through how you decided what
to test here. What was your thinking process?’ ”

• “If the issue is test design thinking (they do not know how to de-
compose a feature into test scenarios), I would pair on exploratory
testing twice a week for 4 weeks, making my reasoning explicit: ‘I
am looking at the input fields and asking: what are the boundaries?
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What happens with empty input, maximum length, special charac-
ters?’ ”

• “If the issue is product knowledge (they do not understand the sys-
tem well enough to know what to test), I would assign focused prod-
uct immersion: map the 5 core user flows, shadow a support engi-
neer for a day, review the last 20 bug reports.”

• “I would set a clear 6-week timeline with specific milestones: by
week 3, write a test plan for a simple feature with mentor review. By
week 6, write one independently. If we are not seeing improvement
by week 6, we need a different conversation about role fit.”

Question 2

Prompt: You are pairing with a junior on exploratory testing and they are
about to file a bug report with accusatory language toward the developer.
Do you let them file it or intervene?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Intervening because the damage would affect the junior’s relation-
ship with developers

• Coaching on neutral language, not just stopping the action
• Using this as a teaching moment, not a reprimand
• Explaining the business reason behind neutral tone

Example answer:

• “I would intervene before they file. This is a case where the potential
damage – damaging a relationship with a developer – outweighs the
learning value of letting them fail.”

• “I would coach in the moment: ‘Let me look at this before you file.
The bug is valid, but the language is going to create friction. When
you write this is an obvious bug that anyone should have caught, the
developer reads that as an attack and gets defensive. Then the bug
takes longer to fix, not faster.’ ”

• “I would help them rewrite it: ‘Stick to facts: steps, expected, actual,
evidence. The facts communicate the severity without the editorial.
The developer can see it is obvious – you do not need to tell them.’ ”
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• “I would frame the principle: ‘The goal of a bug report is to get the
bug fixed as fast as possible. Anything that puts the developer on the
defensive slows that down. Neutral language is not about being nice
– it is about being effective.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: A junior QA engineer comes to you and says they feel like an im-
poster – everyone else on the team seems to know so much more, and they
feel like they are not contributing. How do you handle this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Normalizing the feeling without dismissing it
• Providing specific evidence of their contributions
• Reframing the comparison with concrete timelines
• Building confidence through visible wins

Example answer:

• “I would normalize it immediately: ‘What you are feeling is com-
pletely normal. I felt exactly the same way at 4 months. So did every
senior on this team when they started.’ ”

• “I would provide specific evidence: ‘You filed the timezone handling
bug last week that nobody else caught. You wrote 5 automated tests
that are running in CI right now. You asked the question in plan-
ning about the discount edge case that prevented a requirements
gap. Those are real contributions.’ ”

• “I would reframe the comparison: ‘The seniors have been doing this
for 5-10 years. At 4 months, I expect you to be at the beginning of
competence, not the end. Here is the skills matrix – you are exactly
where you should be, and ahead in a few areas.’ ”

• “I would assign a task that is challenging but achievable: ‘Next sprint,
I want you to own testing for the user profile feature. I will be avail-
able for questions, but the test plan, execution, and bug reports are
yours. When you deliver it, that is evidence – to you and the team –
that you belong here.’ ”
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Question 4

Prompt: How do you decide when to let a junior fail safely versus when
to intervene?

What a strong answer should cover:

• A clear framework for the decision, not just intuition
• Examples of productive failure versus harmful failure
• Considering the impact on others, not just the junior
• The concept of the “struggle zone” between comfort and panic

Example answer:

• “I use three criteria: Is the failure recoverable? Is the learning value
high? Would the failure affect others?”

• “I let them fail when: the failure is recoverable (a missed edge case
in staging, not production), the learning is valuable (they discover
why flaky tests happen by experiencing one), and it does not signifi-
cantly affect others’ work.”

• “I intervene when: the failure would reach customers, it would dam-
age a relationship (accusatory bug report), it would take days to
undo, or they are visibly past the productive struggle point into frus-
tration.”

• “The struggle zone framework guides my calibration: if they are in
the comfort zone (everything is easy), I increase the challenge. If
they are in the struggle zone (hard but achievable), I stay nearby but
let them work. If they are in the panic zone (visibly anxious, shut-
ting down), I step in and reduce the difficulty.”

• “The key signal: productive struggle looks like focused effort with
occasional ‘aha’ moments. Unproductive struggle looks like spinning
in circles with increasing frustration. When I see the latter, I inter-
vene.”

Chapter 9: Knowledge Transfer – Preserving What Matters

The Most Valuable Asset You Cannot See
The most valuable thing a QA engineer possesses is not their automa-

tion framework or their test cases. It is their domain knowledge – the
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understanding of how the system actually works, which parts are fragile,
what the common failure modes are, which workarounds customers rely
on, and why certain design decisions were made. This knowledge lives in
people’s heads, and it walks out the door every time someone leaves the
team.
Knowledge transfer is not a one-time event that happens during on-

boarding or offboarding. It is an ongoing discipline that ensures the team’s
collective intelligence grows over time and survives personnel changes.
Why Knowledge Transfer Fails

Most teams attempt knowledge transfer only when it is too late – someone
is leaving, and they have two weeks to dump everything they know. This
is like trying to learn a language in a weekend.

Failure Mode Why It Happens Prevention

“Brain dump”
offboarding

Knowledge transfer starts
when the resignation lands

Continuous documenta-
tion as a team practice

Documentation
nobody reads

Written in isolation, not vali-
dated by newcomers

Newcomers review and
update docs during on-
boarding

Single point of
failure

One person owns all knowl-
edge of a critical system

Cross-training schedule,
pair rotation

Outdated docu-
mentation

Written once and never main-
tained

Regular doc review cycles,
staleness alerts

Tacit knowledge
ignored

Undocumented assumptions,
mental models, tribal knowl-
edge

Structured interviews,
recorded walkthroughs

Tool-locked
knowledge

Information trapped in one
person’s local setup, book-
marks, or scripts

Shared environments,
team wikis, version-
controlled configs

Documentation Strategies

Written Documentation
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Format Best For Strengths Weaknesses

Wiki pages
(Confluence,
Notion)

Process docs, how-
tos, reference ma-
terial

Searchable, easy
to update, collab-
orative

Can become out-
dated without
maintenance

Runbooks Step-by-step pro-
cedures for spe-
cific tasks

Precise, action-
able, reduces
errors

Brittle if systems
change frequently

Architecture
decision records
(ADRs)

Documenting why
decisions were
made

Preserves context
and rationale

Requires disci-
pline to write at
decision time

README files
in repos

Setup instruc-
tions, test running
guides

Co-located with
code, version
controlled

Limited to devel-
oper audience

Annotated test
suites

Test intent, do-
main rules, edge
case rationale

Lives with the
tests, always
current

Only accessible to
people who read
test code

Video Walkthroughs

Video is underused in QA teams but is one of the most effective knowledge
transfer tools.

When to use video:

• Explaining complex test scenarios that are hard to describe in text
• Demonstrating debugging techniques or tool usage
• Walking through the product’s user flows and common issues
• Recording “a day in the life” of testing a specific feature

How to make effective videos:

• Keep them under 15 minutes (5-10 is ideal)
• Narrate your thought process, not just your actions
• Use screen recording with your face visible (builds connection)
• Store them in a shared, searchable location with timestamps and
titles
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• Accept imperfection – a quick, rough video recorded today is in-
finitely more valuable than a polished video never recorded

The QA Onboarding Packet

A new QA engineer should be able to get productive within their first week
using only your onboarding documentation and a mentor. If they need to
ask 20 people 50 questions to get started, your documentation has failed.

Section 1: Product Overview

• What does the product do? Who are the users?
• Architecture diagram (high level: services, databases, third-party
integrations)

• Key user flows (with screenshots or video)
• Known areas of fragility (“here be dragons”)

Section 2: Environment Setup

• Step-by-step guide to set up the development and testing environ-
ments

• Required tools and their versions (with installation commands)
• Access requests: list of systems, how to request access, who approves
• Test data: how to get it, how to reset it, any restrictions

Section 3: Testing Process

• How the team plans testing (sprint ceremony participation, three
amigos)

• How test cases are managed (tool, format, conventions)
• How bugs are reported (template, severity definitions, assignment
rules)

• How automation is structured (repo, framework, running instruc-
tions)

• CI/CD pipeline: how to trigger, how to read results, how to debug
failures
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Section 4: Key Contacts

• Who to ask about what (product questions, infrastructure, specific
features)

• Communication channels (Slack channels, email lists, meeting sched-
ule)

• Escalation path for urgent issues

Section 5: First Week Checklist

□ Complete environment setup
□ Run the full test suite successfully
□ Shadow a senior QA through one testing cycle
□ Read the last 5 bug reports filed by the team
□ Attend all sprint ceremonies
□ File your first bug report (reviewed by mentor)

Cross-Training

Cross-training ensures no single person is the only one who can test a par-
ticular feature, use a particular tool, or operate a particular environment.

The Bus Factor Assessment

For each critical QA area, ask: “If this person were unavailable for a
month, could the team continue?”

Area Primary
Owner

Backup Bus Factor Risk

Payment flow test-
ing

Alice Nobody Critical – single point of
failure

Automation frame-
work

Bob Alice (par-
tial)

High – only Bob knows
the infrastructure layer

Performance test-
ing

Carol Nobody Critical – only Carol
knows the tools

continued on next page
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Area Primary
Owner

Backup Bus Factor Risk

Mobile testing Dave Carol (basic) Medium – Carol can cover
basics

Test environment
management

Alice Bob Medium – Bob can handle
routine tasks

Cross-Training Plan

For every “Critical” or “High” risk area:
1. Shadow: The backup person shadows the primary for 2-3 sessions
2. Pair: They work together on real tasks, with the backup doing the
work and the primary guiding

3. Solo with safety net: The backup handles tasks independently
while the primary is available for questions

4. Independent: The backup can handle the area without support
Timeline: Each step takes 1-2 weeks. Full cross-training for a complex

area takes 1-2 months.

Building a QA Playbook

A QA playbook is a standardized reference for how your team does quality.
It is not a rigid set of rules – it is a set of defaults that the team can adapt
when needed.

Section Purpose Example Content

Testing princi-
ples

Shared values and ap-
proach

“We prioritize risk-based testing
over exhaustive testing”

Bug report tem-
plate

Consistent, high-quality
reports

Title, severity, steps, expected/
actual, environment, evidence

Test case conven-
tions

Consistent test case
format

Naming conventions, structure,
level of detail

continued on next page
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Section Purpose Example Content

Automation stan-
dards

Code quality for tests Naming, structure, assertions,
data management, retry policies

Environment
guide

How to set up and use
test environments

Environment URLs, credentials
(vault location), reset proce-
dures

CI/CD guide How the pipeline works Pipeline stages, how to trigger,
how to read results

Severity defini-
tions

Consistent bug classifi-
cation

Severity 1-4 with clear defini-
tions and examples

Escalation proce-
dures

When and how to esca-
late

Escalation criteria, contacts,
communication channels

Keeping the Playbook Alive

• Store it in a version-controlled repository (not a Google Doc that
drifts out of date)

• Assign an owner for each section
• Review and update quarterly
• Use the playbook during onboarding (newcomers validate that it is
accurate)

• Link to it from your onboarding documentation

Preserving Institutional Knowledge When Team Members Leave

When someone announces they are leaving, you have a limited window to
capture what they know.

The Knowledge Extraction Interview

Schedule 2-3 one-hour sessions with the departing team member. Record
them (with permission).
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Session 1: Systems and Processes

• What systems do you own or primarily test?
• What are the most common failure modes?
• What workarounds do you use regularly?
• What is not documented that should be?

Session 2: Relationships and Context

• Who are the key contacts for each system?
• What political or organizational context is important?
• What decisions were made and why?
• What would you do differently?

Session 3: Active Work and Handoff

• What is in progress? What is the status of each item?
• What commitments have been made to stakeholders?
• Where are the credentials, access keys, and configuration files?
• What are the biggest risks in the next 3 months?

Knowledge Handoff Checklist

□ All active work items documented and assigned to a new owner
□ Access to all relevant systems transferred
□ Documentation reviewed and updated
□ Key relationships introduced (the departing person introduces their
replacement to stakeholders)

□ Recorded walkthroughs of complex processes stored in shared loca-
tion

□ Playbook sections owned by the departing person reassigned

Remote-Friendly Knowledge Transfer

Remote and distributed teams face additional challenges: no hallway con-
versations, timezone gaps, and the ease of working in isolation.
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Asynchronous Techniques

Technique How It Works

Recorded walkthroughs Record Loom/screen share videos for complex top-
ics; store in shared library

Written decision logs Document decisions in a shared location (ADRs,
wiki) so remote team members can understand con-
text

Annotated PRs Write detailed PR descriptions and review comments
that explain “why,” not just “what”

Async pair testing One person explores, records their session, and the
partner reviews and adds findings

Shared learning journal A team channel where people post things they
learned today

Synchronous Techniques

Technique How It Works

Virtual coffee chats Informal 1:1 calls for knowledge sharing, not just
status updates

Recorded mob testing The whole team tests together on a video call;
record for those who miss it

Cross-timezone handoffs Overlap meetings where teams in different time-
zones share status and context

Screen share debugging When someone hits a complex issue, share screen
and debug together (record it)
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Making Remote Knowledge Transfer Work

• Default to written. If it was discussed on a call, summarize it in
writing afterward.

• Record everything that matters. Meetings, walkthroughs, demos.
Storage is cheap. Recreating lost knowledge is expensive.

• Create a searchable knowledge base. Slack messages disappear.
Wiki pages persist.

• Schedule regular knowledge sharing. It will not happen sponta-
neously in a remote setting. Put it on the calendar.

Exercises

Beginner:
Conduct a bus factor assessment for your QA team using the table for-

mat above. Identify the top 3 risks and propose one action for each.
Intermediate:

Create a complete onboarding packet outline for a new QA engineer join-
ing your team. Identify which sections exist, which are outdated, and
which need to be written from scratch. Then write the two most critical
missing sections.

Advanced:

Design and execute a knowledge transfer sprint: identify the 3 most crit-
ical single-point-of-failure areas, schedule cross-training sessions, create
documentation for each area, and record video walkthroughs. Measure
the bus factor before and after.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Reduced critical bus factor risks from 5 to 1 within 6 months by im-
plementing structured cross-training schedules, knowledge extrac-
tion interviews, and a comprehensive QA onboarding packet.

• Created a versioned QA playbook covering testing principles, au-
tomation standards, environment guides, and escalation procedures,
reducing new-hire onboarding time from 6 weeks to 3 weeks.
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• Designed and executed knowledge extraction interviews for 4 de-
parting team members, preserving 95% of critical institutional
knowledge as measured by successor self-sufficiency within 30 days.

• Built a video walkthrough library of 20+ recordings covering com-
plex test scenarios and debugging techniques, viewed 150+ times in
the first quarter.

Cover letter framing

The most valuable QA asset is not the automation framework – it is the do-
main knowledge in people’s heads. I build systematic knowledge transfer
practices that ensure institutional knowledge survives personnel changes:
cross-training schedules, onboarding packets, QA playbooks, and video
walkthrough libraries. The result is a team that grows stronger with each
new member instead of losing capability with each departure.

Interview framing

“I approach knowledge transfer as a continuous discipline, not a one-time
offboarding event. I maintain a bus factor assessment for every critical
area, run cross-training rotations quarterly, and keep a living QA playbook
that newcomers validate during onboarding. When someone leaves, I run
structured knowledge extraction interviews that capture systems knowl-
edge, organizational context, and active work handoffs. I optimize for re-
silience – no single departure should cause a capability crisis. Trade-offs
include the ongoing time investment in documentation and cross-training,
but the alternative is a team that is one resignation away from a knowl-
edge catastrophe.”

What not to say

• “We document everything in Confluence” – documentation alone is
insufficient without validation, maintenance, and cross-training.

• “We do knowledge transfer when someone gives notice” – two weeks
is not enough to transfer years of domain knowledge.

• “Our senior engineers know everything” – if that knowledge is con-
centrated in one or two people, it is a risk, not an asset.
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• “We have not had much turnover so it is not an issue” – bus factor
risk exists regardless of attrition history.

• “New hires just ask questions until they figure it out” – unstructured
onboarding wastes time and misses critical knowledge.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: Your best QA engineer – who owns the automation framework,

the CI/CD configuration, and deep product domain knowledge – gives two
weeks’ notice. What do you do?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Immediate triage: what knowledge is most critical and most at risk
• Structured knowledge extraction sessions, not ad-hoc brain dumps
• Recording and documenting for future reference
• A post-departure plan to address remaining gaps

Example answer:

• “Day 1: I would have an honest retention conversation. If they are
committed to leaving, I immediately shift to knowledge extraction.”

• “I would prioritize: what do they know that nobody else knows? I
would categorize: automation framework architecture (critical),
CI/CD configuration (critical), product domain knowledge (impor-
tant). The first two are hardest to reconstruct.”

• “I would schedule three 90-minute knowledge extraction sessions:
Session 1 covers the framework architecture, design decisions, and
debugging techniques. Session 2 covers CI/CD configuration, com-
mon failure modes, and workarounds. Session 3 covers active work
handoffs, key relationships, and undocumented institutional knowl-
edge.”

• “All sessions would be recorded. I would also ask them to do a live
walkthrough of their most complex debugging scenario while screen-
sharing.”

• “After they leave, I would conduct a retrospective: ‘Why was all this
knowledge in one person’s head? How do we prevent this from hap-
pening again?’ ”
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Question 2

Prompt: You are building a QA onboarding packet for a team that has
never had one. You have one week. What do you prioritize?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Focusing on what a new hire needs in their first week, not every-
thing they will ever need

• The minimum viable sections that enable self-sufficiency
• Using existing resources where possible rather than creating every-
thing from scratch

• Planning for the new hire to improve the packet as they use it

Example answer:

• “In one week, I focus on the minimum viable onboarding packet:
what does someone need to get productive in their first week with-
out asking 50 people 200 questions?”

• “Section 1: Product overview – a 2-page summary of what the prod-
uct does, who uses it, and the architecture diagram. I can write this
in 2 hours.”

• “Section 2: Environment setup – step-by-step instructions to get the
dev/test environment running, including access requests. I would
ask a team member to screen-record themselves setting up a fresh
laptop and then document the steps.”

• “Section 3: First week checklist – 10 specific tasks: run the test suite,
shadow a senior, file a bug report, attend sprint ceremonies.”

• “I would skip the comprehensive testing process documentation for
now and instead point to existing resources (wiki pages, test frame-
work README).”

• “The key move: I would tell the new hire, ‘This packet is incom-
plete. As you go through it, mark anything that is wrong, missing,
or unclear. Improving this document is your first contribution to the
team.’ ”



Introduction 119

Question 3

Prompt: How do you maintain documentation and knowledge bases over
time? Every team I have seen creates docs that are outdated within 6
months.

What a strong answer should cover:

• Assigning ownership to specific people for each section
• Using regular review cadences, not one-time creation
• Leveraging onboarding as a documentation validation mechanism
• Making documentation part of the workflow, not a separate activity

Example answer:

• “The root cause of documentation decay is that nobody owns it. I
assign a named owner for each section of the QA playbook with a
quarterly review responsibility.”

• “I use onboarding as a documentation validation mechanism: every
new hire goes through the docs and marks what is outdated. This
gives me a fresh-eyes audit every time someone joins.”

• “I build documentation into the workflow: ADRs (Architecture De-
cision Records) are written at decision time, not after. Test plan up-
dates happen as part of the sprint, not as a separate task.”

• “I run a quarterly ‘doc day’ where the team spends 2 hours reviewing
and updating their assigned sections. It is on the calendar and non-
negotiable.”

• “Finally, I store documentation in version-controlled repositories
where possible, not in wikis that drift. Docs that live next to the code
they describe get updated when the code changes.”





P A R T I I

MENTORING AND COACHING

Chapter 10: Building a Mentoring Program

Why Ad-Hoc Mentoring Fails
Most organizations treat mentoring as an informal activity. A senior en-

gineer takes a junior “under their wing,” shares advice over coffee, and
occasionally reviews their work. This works when both people are moti-
vated, compatible, and happen to be on the same team. It fails in every
other case – which is most of them.
Ad-hoc mentoring has three structural problems:
1. Coverage gaps. Only people who are naturally outgoing or lucky
enough to sit near a willing senior get mentored. Quiet, remote, or
minority engineers get left out.

2. Inconsistent quality. Some mentors are excellent. Others give
harmful advice, reinforce bad habits, or simply do not show up.
Without standards, mentoring quality is a lottery.

3. No accountability. Nobody tracks whether mentoring is happening,
whether it is working, or whether mentees are actually developing.
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It is invisible to the organization until someone leaves and cites “no
growth opportunities” in the exit interview.

A structured mentoring program solves these problems by making men-
toring intentional, measurable, and available to everyone.

Designing the Program

Program Structure

Component Details

Participants All QA engineers below senior level are offered a mentor.
Senior and staff engineers are invited to mentor.

Matching Based on skills gaps, career goals, and working style – not
just proximity or org chart

Duration 6-month cycles with a midpoint review and option to ex-
tend

Cadence Biweekly 1:1 meetings (45-60 minutes) plus async check-
ins

Goals Each pair sets 2-3 specific, measurable goals at the start of
the cycle

Tracking Monthly check-in with the program coordinator; quarterly
survey

Recognition Mentoring contributions are included in performance re-
views and promotion cases

Matching Mentors and Mentees

Bad matches are the most common reason mentoring programs fail. A
mentor who is brilliant at automation but cannot explain concepts clearly
will frustrate a mentee who learns through discussion. A mentee who
wants career guidance paired with a mentor who only offers technical tips
will feel unsupported.
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Matching criteria:

Factor How to Assess

Skills gap alignment Mentee’s development areas should overlap with
mentor’s strengths

Communication style Both should prefer similar formats (pairing, written
feedback, discussion)

Career track alignment IC mentor for IC-track mentee; management men-
tor for management-track mentee

Personality compatibility Not identical personalities, but complementary. In-
troverts may prefer calm, structured mentors.

Availability Same timezone, compatible schedules, realistic
time commitment

Cross-team potential Pairing across teams broadens perspective and
builds organizational connections

Process:

1. Have mentees fill out a brief questionnaire: skills to develop, career
goals, preferred learning style, availability.

2. Have mentors fill out a matching questionnaire: areas of expertise,
mentoring style, availability, capacity.

3. The program coordinator proposes matches. Both parties can accept
or request an alternative.

4. Allow re-matching at the midpoint review if the pairing is not work-
ing.

Setting Goals for Each Pair

Vague goals produce vague results. “Get better at automation” is not a
goal. “Write and maintain 10 automated API tests that run in CI, with no
flakiness, by month 3” is a goal.
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The SMART framework for mentoring goals:

Element Question Example

Specific What exactly will the
mentee learn or accom-
plish?

“Write performance test scripts us-
ing k6”

Measur-
able

How will we know they
achieved it?

“Run a load test against staging,
analyze results, present findings to
the team”

Achiev-
able

Is this realistic in the time
frame?

“Yes, with biweekly pairing sessions
and the k6 documentation”

Relevant Does this serve the
mentee’s career goals?

“Yes, they want to move toward
performance engineering”

Time-
bound

By when? “End of month 4 of the mentoring
cycle”

Each pair should set 2-3 goals at the start of the cycle and review them
at the midpoint.

Training Mentors

Being a great QA engineer does not automatically make you a great men-
tor. Mentoring is a separate skill set that needs to be developed.

The Mentor Training Workshop (Half-Day)

Module Duration Content

Mentoring vs. man-
aging

30 min Understanding the difference: mentors
guide, managers direct. Mentors do not
assign work or evaluate performance.

Active listening 45 min Practice exercises: listening without inter-
rupting, reflecting back what you heard,
asking clarifying questions

continued on next page
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Module Duration Content

Asking powerful
questions

30 min Open-ended questions that promote think-
ing: “What options have you considered?”
vs. “Did you try X?”

Giving feedback
(SBI review)

30 min Refresher on the SBI model with mentoring-
specific examples

Setting boundaries 30 min How to handle situations outside your ex-
pertise, when to escalate to a manager, how
to say “I do not know”

Practical scenarios 45 min Role-play common mentoring situations:
mentee is stuck, mentee disagrees, mentee
is not doing the work

Common Mentor Anti-Patterns

Anti-
Pattern

What It Looks Like How to Fix It

The Lec-
turer

Talks for 50 minutes of the
60-minute session

Set a rule: mentee talks at least
50% of the time. Mentor asks ques-
tions instead of monologuing.

The Res-
cuer

Solves every problem for
the mentee

Coach the mentor on the “strug-
gle zone” concept. Uncomfortable
silence is productive.

The Ghost Cancels meetings, does not
follow up, is unresponsive

Set minimum commitment expec-
tations. If a mentor cannot commit,
do not force them into the program.

The Clone Pushes the mentee to fol-
low their exact career path

Remind mentors that the goal is
to develop the mentee’s path, not
replicate their own.

The Critic Gives only corrective feed-
back, never positive

Introduce the 3:1 ratio: three
pieces of positive feedback for ev-
ery corrective one.

continued on next page
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Anti-
Pattern

What It Looks Like How to Fix It

The
Friend

Avoids difficult conver-
sations to preserve the
relationship

Train mentors that honest feedback
is a gift. Avoiding it is not kindness
– it is avoidance.

Measuring Program Effectiveness

A mentoring program that cannot demonstrate results will lose organiza-
tional support.

Metrics to track:

Metric How to Measure Target

Goal completion
rate

Percentage of mentoring
goals achieved at cycle end

70%+

Mentee satisfac-
tion

Quarterly survey (1-5 scale) 4.0+ average

Mentor satisfac-
tion

Quarterly survey (1-5 scale) 4.0+ average

Skill progression Skills matrix delta from start
to end of cycle

Measurable improvement
in at least 2 areas

Retention Retention rate of mentees
vs. non-participants

Higher retention among
program participants

Promotion rate Time to promotion for
mentees vs. non-participants

Faster progression for
participants

Net Promoter
Score

“Would you recommend this
program to a colleague?”

8+

Quarterly review process:

1. Collect survey data from all participants.
2. Review goal completion rates.
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3. Identify pairs that are struggling and offer support or re-matching.
4. Share anonymized success stories to build organizational support.
5. Adjust the program based on feedback.

Exercises

Beginner:
Draft a mentoring goals document for a hypothetical mentee who is

a QA Engineer (IC2) wanting to develop automation skills. Include 3
SMART goals, a proposed meeting cadence, and success criteria.
Intermediate:

Design a mentor matching questionnaire for both mentors and mentees.
Include at least 8 questions that cover skills, communication style, career
goals, and availability. Then test it by filling it out yourself and identifying
who on your team would be your ideal mentor or mentee.

Advanced:

Build a complete mentoring program proposal for your QA organization.
Include program structure, matching process, mentor training outline,
measurement plan, budget estimate, and a pitch deck for leadership ap-
proval. Present it to your manager and iterate based on feedback.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and launched a formal QA mentoring program serving 12
mentee-mentor pairs, achieving a 72% goal completion rate and a
4.3/5 satisfaction score in the first 6-month cycle.

• Created a mentor training curriculum covering active listening, SBI
feedback, and the GROW coaching model, delivered to 8 senior engi-
neers with measurable improvement in mentoring quality.

• Implemented structured mentor-mentee matching based on skills
gaps, career goals, and learning styles, reducing mismatched pair-
ings from 40% (ad-hoc era) to under 10%.
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Cover letter framing

Ad-hoc mentoring only reaches the lucky and the outgoing. I build struc-
tured mentoring programs with intentional matching, trained mentors,
measurable goals, and regular check-ins that ensure every engineer has
access to growth support. The result is faster skill development, higher
retention, and a culture where knowledge flows deliberately instead of
accidentally.

Interview framing

“I approach mentoring program design by solving the three failures of ad-
hoc mentoring: coverage gaps, inconsistent quality, and no accountability.
I match mentors and mentees based on skills gaps and learning style, not
convenience. I train mentors in active listening, feedback delivery, and
boundary setting. I measure with goal completion rates, satisfaction sur-
veys, and skill progression. I optimize for program sustainability – it must
run without constant coordinator intervention. Trade-offs include the up-
front investment in program design and mentor training, but the payoff is
a scalable development system that outlasts any individual leader.”

What not to say

• “Mentoring happens naturally on good teams” – ad-hoc mentoring
has structural coverage and quality problems regardless of team
quality.

• “We pair seniors with juniors and let them figure it out” – unstruc-
tured pairing leads to inconsistent quality and high failure rates.

• “We tried a mentoring program but it fizzled out” – without explain-
ing what you learned and how you would fix it, this signals inability
to execute.

• “Mentoring is not measurable” – goal completion rates, satisfaction
surveys, and skill progression are all measurable.

• “Everyone on my team mentors” – untrained mentoring can reinforce
bad habits as easily as it builds good ones.
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Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are tasked with building a mentoring program from

scratch for a QA team of 15 people. You have no budget and no dedicated
coordinator. How do you make it work?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Lean program design that minimizes overhead
• Volunteer-based mentor recruitment with clear expectations
• Simple matching and goal-setting process
• Lightweight measurement that does not require a coordinator

Example answer:

• “I would start small: 4-5 pairs in the first cycle, not all 15 people.
This keeps it manageable without a coordinator.”

• “Mentor recruitment: I would ask for volunteers among the senior
and mid-level engineers, setting clear expectations: biweekly 45-
minute meetings, 6-month commitment, 2-3 SMART goals per pair.”

• “Matching: I would use a simple questionnaire (skills to develop,
preferred learning style, availability) and make the matches myself
based on skills gap alignment.”

• “Mentor training: a single 2-hour workshop covering active listening,
SBI feedback, and common anti-patterns. No budget needed – I run
it myself.”

• “Measurement: a quarterly 5-question survey and a goal check at the
midpoint and end. I would spend 30 minutes per month reviewing
pair progress and intervening if needed.”

• “If the first cycle succeeds, I use the results to justify budget for the
next cycle.”

Question 2

Prompt: A mentoring pair is not working – the mentee says the mentor
just lectures and does not listen. The mentor says the mentee does not
take initiative. How do you intervene?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Meeting with each person individually to understand their perspec-
tive

• Identifying whether the issue is skills-based (mentor needs coaching)
or compatibility-based (mismatch)

• Providing specific coaching to the mentor on listening and question-
ing

• Being willing to re-match if coaching does not resolve the issue

Example answer:

• “I would meet with the mentee first: ‘Tell me about your sessions.
What works? What does not? Can you give me a specific example of
a session that felt unproductive?’ ”

• “Then I would meet with the mentor: ‘How do you feel the sessions
are going? What is your approach when the mentee brings a chal-
lenge? How much of the time would you estimate the mentee talks
versus you?’ ”

• “If it is a skills issue, I would coach the mentor: ‘Try this next session:
ask 3 questions before offering any advice. Start with What have you
tried? What do you think you should do? What is blocking you? See
how the dynamic changes.’ ”

• “I would check in after 2 sessions. If the dynamic has not improved,
I would re-match without blame: ‘Sometimes the chemistry does not
click. That is not a failure – it is information. Let us find a match
that works better for both of you.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: How do you measure whether a mentoring program is actually
working versus just existing?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Multiple metrics at different levels (individual, program, organiza-
tional)

• Leading indicators (engagement, satisfaction) and lagging indicators
(promotions, retention)
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• Qualitative data alongside quantitative metrics
• Using measurement to improve the program, not just report on it

Example answer:

• “I track at three levels:”
• “Individual level: goal completion rate (did pairs achieve their
SMART goals?), skills matrix progression (did mentees improve in
their target areas?), and satisfaction surveys from both mentors and
mentees.”

• “Program level: participation rate (how many eligible people join?),
pair completion rate (how many pairs finish the cycle vs. drop out?),
and re-enrollment rate (do people come back for a second cycle?).”

• “Organizational level: retention rate of mentees vs. non-participants,
time to promotion for participants, and engagement survey scores
for development opportunities.”

• “I also collect qualitative data: exit interviews when pairs end their
cycle, asking ‘What was most valuable? What would you change?’
This tells me things the numbers cannot.”

• “The metrics drive program iteration: if goal completion is low, goals
are too ambitious or sessions are too infrequent. If satisfaction is low,
matching needs improvement or mentors need more training.”

Chapter 11: One-on-One Coaching Techniques

The Difference Between Mentoring and Coaching
Mentoring and coaching overlap but are not the same thing. Mentoring

is a relationship where an experienced person guides a less experienced
person over time. Coaching is a specific technique – a structured conver-
sation that helps someone think through a problem, identify options, and
commit to action.
You do not need to be someone’s mentor to coach them. You can coach

a peer, a direct report, or even someone more senior than you. Coaching is
a skill, not a role.
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Mentoring Coaching

Relation-
ship

Long-term, ongoing Can be a single conversation

Direction Mentor shares experience
and advice

Coach asks questions to help
the person find their own an-
swer

Expertise Mentor has relevant domain
expertise

Coach does not need domain
expertise – the method is
domain-independent

Focus Career development, skill
building, navigating the orga-
nization

Specific problems, decisions,
behavior changes

Who talks
more

Both, roughly equal The person being coached
(70%+ of the time)

The GROWModel

The GROW model is the most widely used coaching framework. It works
for any type of problem – technical, career, interpersonal, or strategic.

Step Question Purpose

Goal “What do you want to
achieve?”

Clarify the desired outcome

Reality “Where are you now?” Understand the current situa-
tion honestly

Options “What could you do?” Generate possibilities without
judgment

Will “What will you do?” Commit to a specific action
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GROW in Practice: A QA Coaching Conversation

Context: A mid-level QA engineer is frustrated because developers on
their team do not write unit tests and push back whenever QA raises testa-
bility concerns.

Goal:

Coach: “What would you like to be different about this situation?”
Engineer: “I want the developers to write unit tests for their code. At mini-

mum, for the critical paths.”
Coach: “If that were happening, what would be the impact?”
Engineer: “We would catch bugs earlier, our regression suite would be faster,

and I would not be the only safety net.”

Reality:

Coach: “How would you describe the current situation?”
Engineer: “The developers say they do not have time. The team lead sup-

ports them. I feel like I am fighting alone.”
Coach: “What have you tried so far?”
Engineer: “I brought it up in retros twice. Both times it was acknowledged

and then nothing changed.”
Coach: “On a scale of 1 to 10, how much influence do you have on this issue

right now?”
Engineer: “Maybe a 3.”

Options:

Coach: “What are all the things you could try? Let us brainstorm without
judging feasibility.”
Engineer: “I could… write the unit tests myself to show how easy it is. I

could find data on escaped bugs that unit tests would have caught. I could talk
to the team lead one-on-one instead of in retros. I could ask the engineering
manager to make it a team goal. I could pair with a developer on writing tests
for their feature.”
Coach: “Which of those feels most promising?”
Engineer: “Pairing with a developer and showing real data. Those two to-

gether.”
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Will:

Coach: “What specifically will you do, and by when?”
Engineer: “This week I will pull escaped bug data from the last 3 sprints and

categorize which ones unit tests would have caught. Next week I will ask Alex if
we can pair on writing tests for the billing feature.”
Coach: “What might get in the way?”
Engineer: “Alex might say no.”
Coach: “If Alex says no, what is your backup plan?”
Engineer: “I will ask Jordan instead. Or I will write the tests myself and

show Alex the result.”

Coaching Through Difficult Moments

When Someone Is Stuck
The instinct is to give advice. Resist it. Instead, change the frame.

Reframing questions:

• “What would you tell a friend in this situation?”
• “If you knew the answer, what would it be?”
• “What is the smallest possible step you could take?”
• “What are you afraid of happening?”
• “What would need to be true for this to work?”

When Someone Is Defensive

Defensiveness usually means they feel judged. Lower the emotional tem-
perature before continuing.

De-escalation techniques:

• Acknowledge the difficulty: “This is a hard situation. I can see why
you feel frustrated.”

• Use “and” instead of “but”: “You have put in a lot of effort AND the
results are not where we need them” instead of “You have put in a
lot of effort BUT the results are poor.”

• Ask permission: “Can I share an observation?” gives them control.
• Separate the person from the situation: “This is not about you. It is
about the situation and what we can change.”
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When Someone Needs to Hear Hard Truth

Sometimes coaching is not about asking questions. Sometimes you need
to deliver a direct message. The key is to be honest and caring simultane-
ously.

The Radical Candor Framework:

Radical Candor, developed by Kim Scott, maps feedback along two dimen-
sions:

Cares Personally (High) Does Not Care Personally (Low)

Challenges
Directly
(High)

Radical Candor – The ideal.
Honest feedback delivered
with genuine care.

Obnoxious Aggression –
Harsh truth without empathy.
Effective short-term, destruc-
tive long-term.

Challenges
Directly
(Low)

Ruinous Empathy – You
care, but you avoid the hard
conversation. The person
does not grow.

Manipulative Insincerity
– Neither honest nor caring.
Passive-aggressive, political,
or silent.

Radical Candor in QA contexts:

Ruinous Empathy: “Your automation work is… coming along. Keep at it.”
(The tests are flaky, poorly structured, and unmaintainable, but you do not
want to hurt their feelings.)

Radical Candor: “I can see you are putting effort into the automation work,
and I want to help you level up. Right now, the tests have reliability issues –
4 out of 10 runs produce different results. That means the team cannot trust
them, which undermines the value of automation. Let us pair this week and
work through the reliability patterns together.”

The difference is not the content. It is the combination of honesty and in-
vestment. You are telling the truth AND offering help.

The Art of Asking Questions

Coaching is fundamentally about asking better questions. The quality of
the questions determines the quality of the thinking.
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Question Types

Type Purpose Examples

Open-ended Expand thinking “What do you think about…?” “How
would you approach…?”

Clarifying Sharpen under-
standing

“When you say ‘flaky,’ what specifically
do you mean?”

Probing Go deeper “Why do you think that happened?”
“What is behind that?”

Challenging Test assumptions “What if that assumption is wrong?” “Is
there another explanation?”

Reflective Build self-
awareness

“What did you learn from that?” “What
would you do differently?”

Future-
oriented

Drive action “What is your next step?” “What will
you do by Friday?”

Scale ques-
tions

Quantify subjective
states

“On a scale of 1-10, how confident are
you?” “What would move it from a 5 to
a 7?”

Questions to Avoid

Bad Question Why It Is Bad Better Alternative

“Why did you do
that?”

Sounds accusatory “What was your thinking
when you chose that ap-
proach?”

“Do you not think you
should…?”

Leading question dis-
guised as coaching

“What options do you see?”

“Have you tried X?” Giving advice as a
question

“What have you tried so
far?”

“Is everything okay?” Too vague, invites
“yes”

“How are you feeling about
the project timeline?”
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Building a Coaching Habit

Coaching should not be a special event. It should be a default communica-
tion style.

The 3-minute coaching habit:

Every time someone brings you a question, before answering, ask one of
these: 1. “What have you tried?” 2. “What do you think you should do?”
3. “What is the real challenge here for you?”
These three questions take less than a minute to ask but transform the

conversation from dependency (“tell me what to do”) to development
(“help me think this through”).

Exercises

Beginner:
In your next three 1:1 meetings, use the GROW model to structure at

least one coaching conversation. Write down the four steps afterward and
assess how well you followed the framework.
Intermediate:

Identify a situation where you have been giving “ruinous empathy” –
avoiding a hard conversation with someone you care about. Write out
what you would say using Radical Candor (honest AND caring). Deliver
it within the next week.

Advanced:

Record (with permission) a coaching conversation and review it afterward.
Count: How many open-ended questions did you ask? How much of the
time did the other person talk? Did you follow the GROW model? Iden-
tify three specific improvements and practice them in your next coaching
conversation.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Integrated GROW model coaching into all weekly 1:1s across a team
of 7, resulting in measurably higher self-reported problem-solving
confidence and a 30% reduction in manager-dependent decisions.
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• Applied Radical Candor principles to deliver honest, caring feedback
that resolved 3 long-standing performance issues within one quarter
without attrition.

• Built a coaching culture where engineers brought structured prob-
lem analyses to 1:1s instead of asking for answers, freeing 5 hours
per week of management time for strategic work.

Cover letter framing

Coaching is the highest-leverage use of a leader’s time because it multi-
plies the team’s problem-solving capacity. Instead of answering every
question, I use the GROW model to help engineers think through chal-
lenges, identify their own options, and commit to action. The result is a
team that operates with greater independence and a leader who can focus
on strategic priorities instead of being the decision bottleneck.

Interview framing

“I approach 1:1 coaching using the GROW model: I clarify the Goal, un-
derstand the Reality, explore Options together, and get a Will commitment
to specific action. I optimize for the coachee talking 70% or more of the
time. I use Radical Candor when hard truths are needed – I care about the
person AND I challenge them directly. Trade-offs include the patience re-
quired to let someone struggle toward their own answer when I could give
it faster, but the long-term payoff is a team that does not depend on me
for every decision.”

What not to say

• “I just tell people what to do – it is faster” – faster in the moment,
but creates dependency and caps the team’s capacity at the leader’s
bandwidth.

• “I coach by sharing my experience” – sharing experience is mentor-
ing, not coaching. Coaching is about asking questions, not giving
answers.

• “I avoid hard conversations to maintain the relationship” – this is
ruinous empathy, and it harms the person’s growth.
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• “Coaching takes too long – I have too many direct reports” – a 3-
minute coaching question (“What have you tried? What do you think
you should do?”) takes no longer than giving the answer.

• “I only coach when someone asks for help” – proactive coaching
catches performance issues early and accelerates growth.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A QA engineer comes to you and says “I do not know how to

test this microservices architecture – it is too complex.” Walk me through
how you would coach them using the GROW model.
What a strong answer should cover:

• Each step of the GROW model applied to a concrete QA scenario
• Resisting the urge to give the answer and instead asking questions
• Guiding the engineer to discover their own approach
• Ending with a specific, committed action

Example answer:

• “Goal: ‘What would success look like for you? If you could test this
architecture confidently, what would that mean?’ I am helping them
define what they actually want to achieve.”

• “Reality: ‘What do you know about the architecture so far? Which
services do you understand and which are unclear? What testing
have you done that worked?’ This reveals what they already have to
build on.”

• “Options: ‘What are all the things you could try? Could you draw
the service dependencies? Could you start with the service you un-
derstand best? Could you pair with a developer who built it?’ I am
expanding their options without choosing for them.”

• “Will: ‘Of those options, which one will you do first, and by when?’
They might say: ‘I will draw the service dependency map by Thurs-
day and test the order service integration with the payment service
by next Tuesday.’ ”

• “I would follow up at the next 1:1 to see what they learned and
coach the next step.”
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Question 2

Prompt: You are coaching a QA engineer who needs to hear a hard truth:
their test automation code is of low quality – poorly structured, hard to
maintain, and slowing the team down. How do you deliver this using Rad-
ical Candor?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Combining genuine care with direct challenge
• Using specific examples, not generalizations
• Offering support alongside the honest assessment
• Avoiding both ruinous empathy and obnoxious aggression

Example answer:

• “I would open with genuine care: ‘I want to talk about your automa-
tion work because I am invested in your growth and I want to help
you level up.’ ”

• “Then I would be direct with specifics: ‘The test suite you built for
the order service has reliability issues – 4 out of 10 runs produce dif-
ferent results. The page objects have duplicate locators that break
when the UI changes. The team is spending 10 hours per sprint on
maintenance for those tests.’ ”

• “I would connect it to impact: ‘When the tests are unreliable, the
team stops trusting automation. That undermines everything we are
trying to build.’ ”

• “I would offer investment: ‘I do not want you to feel demoralized
by this – I want us to fix it together. Let us pair this week. I will
show you the patterns I use for reliable, maintainable tests. Within
a month, I think you can refactor the worst offenders and the suite
will be in a much better place.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: How do you know when to coach (ask questions) versus when to
mentor (give advice) versus when to direct (tell someone what to do)?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• A framework for choosing the right approach based on context
• Understanding when each mode is appropriate
• The ability to shift between modes within a single conversation
• Recognizing that the default should be coaching, with exceptions

Example answer:

• “My default is coaching because it builds the most capability. I start
with questions: ‘What have you considered? What do you think you
should do?’ ”

• “I switch to mentoring when the person lacks the experience or con-
text to generate good options on their own. A junior engineer facing
their first production incident does not need questions – they need
me to say, ‘Here is what I have learned about handling this kind of
situation.’ ”

• “I switch to directing when there is urgency or safety at stake. If the
team is about to ship a critical bug to production, I do not coach
through it – I say, ‘Stop the release. Here is what we need to do right
now.’ ”

• “The framework is: high urgency or safety risk = direct. Lack of ex-
perience or context = mentor. Everything else = coach. And even
within a single conversation, I might shift: coach for 80% of the
time, then mentor for the remaining 20% when they are genuinely
stuck.”

Chapter 12: Skill Assessment and Development Plans

Why Assessments Matter
You cannot develop what you cannot see. Most QA engineers have a

vague sense of their strengths and weaknesses, but few have a systematic
understanding of where they stand against the skills required for their cur-
rent role – let alone the next one.
A skills assessment provides that clarity. It turns “I need to get better

at automation” into “I am proficient at writing Playwright tests but lack
experience with API test design, performance test scripting, and CI/CD
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pipeline configuration. My priority for Q2 is API testing because it is the
biggest gap relative to the Senior QA Engineer expectations.”
The QA Skills Matrix

A skills matrix maps the skills required at each level of the career lad-
der against each person’s current proficiency. It serves three purposes: it
shows individuals where they stand, it shows managers where investment
is needed, and it shows the organization where capability gaps create risk.

Proficiency Levels

Level Definition Evidence

Novice Has heard of it but has no prac-
tical experience

Cannot perform the skill with-
out step-by-step guidance

Beginner Has tried it in a structured set-
ting (course, tutorial, guided
exercise)

Can perform basic tasks with
reference material and support

Compe-
tent

Can perform independently in
normal conditions

Handles routine scenarios with-
out help; may need guidance
for edge cases

Profi-
cient

Can perform independently in
complex conditions and teach
others

Handles unusual scenarios,
troubleshoots issues, mentors
beginners

Expert Deep mastery; defines best
practices; recognized author-
ity

Creates frameworks, sets stan-
dards, innovates in the domain

continued on next page
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Skill
Domain

Skill Junior
(Expected)

Mid (Ex-
pected)

Senior
(Expected)

Staff (Ex-
pected)

Sample QA Skills Matrix

Skill
Domain

Skill Junior
(Expected)

Mid (Ex-
pected)

Senior
(Expected)

Staff (Ex-
pected)

Test
Design

Requirements analy-
sis

Beginner Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Equivalence parti-
tioning and bound-
ary analysis

Beginner Proficient Proficient Expert

Risk-based test prior-
itization

Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Exploratory testing Beginner Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Au-
toma-
tion

Test script writing Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Framework design
and maintenance

Novice Beginner Proficient Expert

CI/CD integration Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Test data manage-
ment

Novice Beginner Competent Proficient

Techni-
cal

API testing Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

SQL and database
validation

Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Proficient

Performance testing
basics

Novice Beginner Competent Proficient

Security testing
basics

Novice Novice Competent Proficient

Process Bug reporting and
triage

Beginner Proficient Proficient Expert

Sprint ceremony
participation

Beginner Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

continued on next page
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Skill
Domain

Skill Junior
(Expected)

Mid (Ex-
pected)

Senior
(Expected)

Staff (Ex-
pected)

Test planning and
estimation

Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Release readiness
assessment

Novice Beginner Proficient Expert

Soft
Skills

Written communica-
tion

Beginner Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Presentation and
demo skills

Novice Beginner Competent Proficient

Cross-team collabo-
ration

Novice Compe-
tent

Proficient Expert

Mentoring Novice Novice Competent Proficient

Conducting the Assessment

Step 1: Self-Assessment
Give each engineer the skills matrix and ask them to rate themselves on

each skill. Emphasize that this is not a test. There is no pass or fail. The
purpose is to create a shared understanding of where they are so you can
plan where they are going.
Instructions for self-assessment:

• Rate yourself based on what you can do today, not what you could
do with a few hours of review.

• Be honest. Overrating yourself means the development plan will
miss real gaps. Underrating yourself means you will waste time on
skills you already have.

• If you are unsure, choose the lower rating. It is better to discover
you are more capable than expected than to discover the opposite.

Step 2: Manager Assessment

The manager independently rates the engineer on the same matrix. This
should be based on observable evidence – work products, code reviews,
meeting participation, feedback from team members – not impressions.
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Step 3: Calibration Conversation

Meet to compare the two assessments. The goal is not to argue about who
is right. The goal is to understand the gaps between self-perception and
observed performance.

Where self-assessment is higher than manager assessment:

This is a growth opportunity. The engineer may overestimate their skill be-
cause they have not been exposed to what “proficient” actually looks like.
Use specific examples: “You rated yourself as Proficient in API testing. Let
me show you what Proficient looks like in our context – it includes design-
ing contract tests, handling authentication edge cases, and testing concur-
rent request scenarios. I would rate you at Competent, which means you
are doing well and have a clear path to Proficient.”

Where self-assessment is lower than manager assessment:

This is often a confidence issue. The engineer may be better than they
think. Use specific evidence: “You rated yourself as Beginner in ex-
ploratory testing, but in the last sprint you found three edge case bugs that
nobody else caught, including the race condition in the cart update flow.
That is Competent-level work.”

Where both agree:

Confirm and move on.

Step 4: Build the Development Plan

The development plan is the action plan that emerges from the assessment.
It should focus on the 2-3 skills that will have the highest impact on the
engineer’s growth and the team’s needs.

The Individual Development Plan (IDP)

Section Content

Current role Title, level, team

continued on next page
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Section Content

Target role The role the engineer is working toward (next
level, new specialization, management)

Top 3 development areas The skills with the biggest gap between current
level and target level

For each development
area:
– Current proficiency Where they are today
– Target proficiency Where they need to be
– Learning activities Specific actions: courses, pairing sessions,

projects, reading
– Practice opportunities On-the-job tasks that build the skill
– Evidence of progress How they will demonstrate improvement
– Timeline Milestones and target completion dates
Support needed What the engineer needs from their manager,

mentor, or organization
Review cadence How often the IDP will be reviewed (typically

monthly)

Sample IDP Entry

Development Area: API Test Automation

Component Detail

Current profi-
ciency

Beginner – can write basic GET request tests using Post-
man collections

Target proficiency Proficient – can design and implement automated API
test suites with complex scenarios

Learning activities Complete the “API Testing with Playwright” course (2
weeks); Read chapters 14-16 of the API Testing book; Pair
with Sarah (staff engineer) biweekly for 4 sessions

continued on next page
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Component Detail

Practice opportuni-
ties

Own API testing for the Order Service refactor in Q2;
Write contract tests for the 3 new endpoints in sprint 14

Evidence of
progress

20+ automated API tests running in CI; Present API test-
ing approach to the team; Pass the internal API testing
knowledge check

Timeline Beginner to Competent by end of month 2; Competent to
Proficient by end of month 5

Support needed Access to API testing tools license; 2 hours/week for pair-
ing with Sarah; Reduced sprint workload for 2 weeks
during course completion

Tracking Progress

A development plan that lives in a Google Doc and is reviewed once a
quarter will not work. Progress tracking needs to be lightweight, frequent,
and integrated into existing routines.

Monthly IDP check-in (15 minutes, part of the regular 1:1):

1. What progress did you make on each development area this month?
2. What blocked you or slowed you down?
3. What do you need from me to stay on track?
4. Do we need to adjust any targets or timelines?

Quarterly deep review (45 minutes, separate meeting):

1. Update the skills matrix. Has anything changed?
2. Review IDP progress against milestones.
3. Celebrate wins – explicitly and specifically.
4. Adjust the plan if goals or circumstances have changed.
5. Look ahead: what opportunities are coming in the next quarter that
align with the development plan?
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Exercises

Beginner:
Complete a self-assessment using the QA Skills Matrix above (or a cus-

tomized version for your organization). Rate yourself honestly on each
skill and identify your top 3 gaps.
Intermediate:

Build an Individual Development Plan for yourself targeting your next ca-
reer level. Include all sections from the IDP template, with specific learn-
ing activities, practice opportunities, and timelines.

Advanced:

Conduct a full skills assessment cycle for your team: distribute the self-
assessment, complete your manager assessments, hold calibration conver-
sations with each team member, and help each person build an IDP. Track
progress for one quarter and document lessons learned.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and deployed a QA skills matrix covering 20 competencies
across 4 proficiency levels, enabling data-driven development plan-
ning for a team of 8 engineers.

• Conducted quarterly calibration conversations with each team mem-
ber, aligning self-assessment with manager assessment and produc-
ing actionable Individual Development Plans that improved skill pro-
gression rates by 35%.

• Built and tracked IDPs for 6 QA engineers that resulted in 4 promo-
tions within 12 months, each supported by measurable evidence of
skill development.

Cover letter framing

You cannot develop what you cannot see. I use structured skills assess-
ments and Individual Development Plans to turn vague development con-
versations into specific, measurable growth trajectories. By calibrating self-
assessment against manager assessment and building focused IDPs with
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concrete learning activities, practice opportunities, and timelines, I ensure
every engineer knows exactly where they stand and what to do next.

Interview framing

“I approach skill development by starting with a shared picture of reality. I
use a skills matrix that maps competencies against proficiency levels, then
run a calibration conversation where the engineer’s self-assessment meets
my manager assessment. Where they overlap, we confirm. Where they di-
verge, we discuss. The IDP that emerges focuses on the 2-3 skills with the
highest gap between current and target proficiency. I optimize for speci-
ficity – ‘write and maintain 10 automated API tests in CI by month 3’ beats
‘get better at automation.’ Trade-offs include the upfront time for assess-
ment and calibration, but the payoff is engineers who take ownership of
their own growth because the path is clear.”

What not to say

• “I let engineers figure out their own development” – signals a hands-
off approach that fails people who need guidance.

• “We do skills reviews during annual performance reviews” – annual
cycles are too slow; skills should be reviewed monthly or quarterly.

• “Everyone on my team rates themselves accurately” – self-assessment
bias is universal; calibration conversations are essential.

• “IDPs are just paperwork” – reveals a lack of investment in turning
plans into action.

• “I assess skills informally based on my observations” – informal as-
sessment without structure introduces bias and inconsistency.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are building a skills matrix for a QA team of 6 with vary-

ing experience levels. How do you decide which skills to include and how
to define proficiency levels?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Selecting skills that reflect the team’s actual work and future needs
• Defining proficiency levels with observable, evidence-based criteria
• Balancing technical and soft skills
• Making the matrix usable, not encyclopedic

Example answer:

• “I would start with the team’s actual responsibilities: what do we do
day-to-day, and what do we need to do in the next 12 months? This
gives me the skill domains: test design, automation, technical skills,
process, and soft skills.”

• “Within each domain, I would list 4-6 specific skills. I would keep the
total under 25 – a matrix with 50 skills is unusable.”

• “For proficiency levels, I would use 5 levels: Novice, Beginner, Com-
petent, Proficient, Expert. Each level has a clear definition based on
observable evidence – what a person can do, not what they claim
to know. For example, ‘Competent at API testing’ means ‘can inde-
pendently design and execute API test suites for standard REST end-
points with proper authentication handling.’ ”

• “I would validate the matrix with the team before using it: ‘Does this
reflect what we actually need? Are the proficiency descriptions accu-
rate? What is missing?’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: During a calibration conversation, a QA engineer rates them-
selves as “Proficient” at test automation, but you rate them as “Compe-
tent.” How do you handle the disagreement?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Approaching the gap with curiosity, not correction
• Using specific evidence to support the manager assessment
• Acknowledging what the engineer does well before addressing the
gap

• Turning the disagreement into a development opportunity
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Example answer:

• “I would approach it with curiosity: ‘You rated yourself as Proficient.
Walk me through the evidence – what work have you done that
demonstrates Proficient-level automation?’ ”

• “I would listen carefully. They may cite work I am not aware of,
which would change my assessment.”

• “If my assessment stands, I would use specific evidence: ‘Your test
scripts are well-written and reliable – that is clearly Competent.
What I have not seen yet is Proficient-level work: designing the
framework architecture, troubleshooting complex CI integration is-
sues, or mentoring others on automation patterns. Those are the
markers I look for at Proficient.’ ”

• “I would reframe the gap as a growth opportunity: ‘The good news is
that you are close. Here is what would move you to Proficient: own
the framework migration to the new CI pipeline and mentor Alex on
writing their first automated tests.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: An engineer’s IDP calls for them to develop performance test-
ing skills, but there are no performance testing projects on the team’s
roadmap for the next quarter. How do you create practice opportunities?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Creating artificial but meaningful practice opportunities
• Connecting IDP goals to real work through creative framing
• Using external learning alongside internal practice
• Adjusting the timeline if real practice opportunities are scarce

Example answer:

• “I would create a practice project that still adds value: ‘Run a base-
line performance test against our staging API for the checkout ser-
vice. We have never done this, and the results will be useful regard-
less of whether performance is on the formal roadmap.’ ”
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• “I would pair them with someone who has performance testing expe-
rience, even if that person is outside our team. Cross-team pairing
for IDP goals is valuable.”

• “I would combine structured learning with practice: ‘Complete the
k6 fundamentals course in weeks 1-2, then apply what you learned
by writing and running a load test against our staging environment
in weeks 3-4.’ ”

• “If real opportunities are truly scarce, I would adjust the timeline:
‘Let us move performance testing to Q3 when the platform migration
creates a natural need, and focus your Q2 IDP on API testing, which
has immediate practice opportunities.’ ”

Chapter 13: Giving Effective Feedback

Feedback Is Not Optional
Feedback is the mechanism through which people improve. Without it,

engineers repeat the same mistakes, reinforce bad habits, and stagnate.
With it – delivered skillfully – they accelerate their growth and feel sup-
ported in the process.
Most managers and leads know they should give more feedback. They

do not because it feels uncomfortable, they are not sure how to do it well,
or they are afraid of damaging the relationship. These are solvable prob-
lems. Feedback is a learnable skill, not a personality trait.
The SBI Model: Deep Dive

We introduced SBI in Chapter 7, but it is worth going deeper because feed-
back is the single most important leadership skill you will use every day.

Structure Review

• Situation: The specific time and place. Anchors the feedback in a
real event.

• Behavior: What the person did – observable actions, not interpre-
tations. “You were looking at your phone” (behavior) vs. “You were
not paying attention” (interpretation).

• Impact: The consequence of the behavior – on the team, the project,
the customer, or the person themselves.
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Extending SBI with “I” – SBI-I (Intent)

Sometimes you need to understand the person’s intent before giving cor-
rective feedback. Adding an Intent question after the Impact statement
turns feedback into a conversation.

Situation: “In yesterday’s sprint planning…” Behavior: “…you estimated
every story at 3 points, including the infrastructure migration that the rest of
the team estimated at 8.” Impact: “It made the team question whether you un-
derstood the scope of the migration, and the product owner adjusted the sprint
capacity based on your lower estimate.” Intent: “Can you help me understand
your reasoning? I want to make sure I am not misreading the situation.”

The Intent question serves two purposes: it gives the person a chance to
explain (maybe they had information you did not), and it signals that you
are not assuming the worst.

Feedback Frequency and Timing

Timing Guideline

Positive feedback Deliver immediately or within 24 hours. Delayed praise
loses its impact.

Corrective feed-
back

Deliver within 48 hours. Waiting longer makes the con-
versation awkward and the details fuzzy.

Performance con-
versations

Monthly for check-ins, quarterly for formal reviews.
Never save feedback for the annual review.

In-the-moment
feedback

During pairing, code review, or test review – give micro-
feedback as the work happens. “Good catch on that
boundary condition.” “Consider adding a negative test
here.”

The “no surprises” rule: If an engineer hears something in their for-
mal review that they have never heard before, you have failed as a leader.
Every piece of feedback in a review should be a summary of feedback al-
ready delivered.
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Feedback for Different Skill Levels

The same behavior needs different feedback depending on the person’s
experience level.

Feedback for Junior Engineers

• More frequent: Weekly at minimum, daily during onboarding
• More specific: “In this test case, add a check for empty string input”
is better than “think about edge cases”

• More encouraging: Juniors need a higher ratio of positive to correc-
tive feedback (4:1) because they are building confidence alongside
skills

• More teaching-oriented: Corrective feedback should include the
“why” and often the “how”

“The bug report you filed for CART-789 is missing the browser version and
the specific test data. That matters because the developer needs to reproduce
the exact conditions. Here is our template – let me walk through it with you.”

Feedback for Senior Engineers

• Less frequent but deeper: Biweekly or monthly, focused on strate-
gic impact rather than task execution

• More challenging: Seniors need feedback that stretches them:
“Your test strategy for the payment refactor was thorough. What I
did not see was consideration of the cross-service failure modes. At
your level, I need you to think about the system-level risks, not just
the feature-level ones.”

• More peer-like: Frame feedback as a discussion between profession-
als, not an instruction from a manager

• Focused on influence: “Your code review comments are techni-
cally excellent. The gap I see is that you are not helping other teams
adopt our testing patterns. How can you extend your influence be-
yond our team?”
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Feedback for Peers (Lateral Feedback)

Giving feedback to someone who does not report to you requires a differ-
ent approach because you have no authority. You rely entirely on trust
and framing.

Strategies for lateral feedback:

• Ask permission: “I noticed something in the sprint review. Would
you be open to my perspective?”

• Use curiosity instead of correction: “I am curious about your ap-
proach to X. I would have done it differently – can we compare
notes?”

• Focus on shared goals: “We both want the release to go smoothly. I
have a suggestion that might help.”

• Offer, do not impose: “Take it or leave it, but here is what I saw…”

Creating a Feedback Culture on Your Team

Individual feedback skills matter, but the real leverage is creating a team
culture where feedback flows freely in all directions – not just top-down.

Practices that build a feedback culture:

Practice How It Works

Feedback in retros Add a “kudos” section where people publicly recog-
nize each other. Add a “suggestions” section for con-
structive feedback.

Peer code review ex-
pectations

Set the expectation that code reviews include at least
one constructive comment and one positive observa-
tion.

“Feedback Friday” A weekly ritual where each team member shares one
piece of feedback with one other person.

Feedback training Run a 1-hour workshop on SBI for the whole team.
Practice in pairs. Normalize the format.

continued on next page
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Practice How It Works

Leader modeling Give and receive feedback openly. When you get
feedback, respond with “thank you” and a visible ac-
tion.

Blameless retrospec-
tives

When things go wrong, investigate the process, not
the person. This teaches the team that feedback is
about improvement, not punishment.

Exercises

Beginner:
Write three SBI-I feedback statements – one positive, one corrective,

and one for a peer. Check each against the common mistakes table from
Chapter 7 and verify that the Intent question is genuine, not rhetorical.
Intermediate:

Have a feedback exchange with a trusted colleague. Each person delivers
one SBI feedback to the other. Afterward, discuss: How did it feel to give?
How did it feel to receive? What would you do differently?

Advanced:

Implement a feedback culture practice on your team (Feedback Friday,
retro kudos, or peer review expectations). Run it for 4 weeks. Survey the
team before and after on their comfort with giving and receiving feedback.
Document what changed.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Implemented SBI-I feedback framework as the team standard, in-
creasing feedback frequency from quarterly reviews to continuous
delivery and improving team satisfaction scores by 28%.

• Established a “Feedback Friday” practice and peer code review
norms that doubled the volume of constructive feedback exchanged
within the QA team within 3 months.
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• Trained 12 QA engineers and 4 dev leads on structured feedback
delivery using the SBI model, resulting in measurably improved bug
report reception rates and 40% fewer “bug ping-pong” cycles.

Cover letter framing

Feedback is the mechanism through which people improve. I build feed-
back cultures where constructive input flows freely in all directions – not
just top-down – by training teams on the SBI model, embedding feedback
into daily rituals like code reviews and retros, and modeling vulnerability
by actively seeking feedback on my own work. The result is a team that
accelerates its growth without waiting for annual reviews.

Interview framing

“I approach feedback as a daily practice, not a formal event. I use the SBI-I
model – Situation, Behavior, Impact, Intent – to make feedback specific,
timely, and actionable. I tailor frequency and depth to skill level: juniors
get daily micro-feedback, seniors get biweekly strategic coaching. I op-
timize for the ‘no surprises’ rule: nothing in a formal review should be
heard for the first time. Trade-offs include the time investment in giving
thoughtful feedback daily, but the compounding effect on team growth is
the highest-leverage activity a leader performs.”

What not to say

• “I save feedback for the performance review” – delayed feedback
loses its impact and creates surprise.

• “I give feedback when something goes wrong” – signals only correc-
tive feedback, which destroys trust if not balanced with recognition.

• “My team knows they are doing well – I do not need to tell them” –
people cannot repeat what they do well if they do not know specifi-
cally what it is.

• “Feedback should not hurt feelings” – prioritizing comfort over hon-
esty is ruinous empathy.

• “I do not really get feedback from my team” – not seeking upward
feedback signals defensiveness or unapproachability.
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Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A QA engineer consistently writes bug reports that developers

find condescending in tone. The engineer does not realize their language
is problematic. How do you give them this feedback?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Using SBI with a specific example, not a generalization
• Separating intent from impact
• Coaching on alternative phrasing
• Following up to check for improvement

Example answer:

• “Situation: ‘In the bug report you filed for CHECKOUT-892 yester-
day…’ Behavior: ‘…the description said, this is an obvious regression
that should have been caught by any reasonable unit test.’ Impact:
‘The developer felt attacked and pushed back on the bug’s validity
instead of investigating it. It slowed down the fix by a day.’ ”

• “Intent: ‘I know you are frustrated when obvious issues slip through.
Can you help me understand what you were trying to communi-
cate?’ ”

• “Coaching: ‘The goal of a bug report is to get the bug fixed quickly.
Language that puts the developer on the defensive does the opposite.
Instead of editorial comments, stick to facts: steps, expected, actual,
evidence. The facts speak for themselves.’ ”

• “Follow-up: ‘I will review your next 5 bug reports with you. Not as
a gate, but as coaching. I want to make sure the tone shift is work-
ing.’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: You need to give feedback to a senior peer (not your direct re-
port) that their test automation framework is becoming a maintenance
burden for the team. How do you approach this?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Asking permission since you have no authority
• Framing the feedback around shared goals, not personal criticism
• Using data and specific examples, not abstract complaints
• Offering help, not just criticism

Example answer:

• “I would ask permission: ‘I have been thinking about our automation
maintenance costs. Would you be open to discussing some observa-
tions I have?’ ”

• “I would frame it around shared goals: ‘We both want the test suite
to be fast and reliable. I have noticed that the team is spending
about 15 hours per sprint on test maintenance – that is almost 20%
of our capacity.’ ”

• “I would use specific examples: ‘The page object layer has 47 classes
with significant duplication. When the UI changes, we update the
same element locator in 3 or 4 places. Would you be open to explor-
ing a refactor?’ ”

• “I would offer partnership: ‘I would love to pair with you on rearchi-
tecting the framework. You know the design best, and I can bring a
fresh perspective on where the pain points are.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: You notice that a junior engineer’s work quality has improved
dramatically over the past month. They went from needing constant re-
view to producing independent, high-quality work. How do you give them
feedback on this improvement?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Timely, specific positive feedback using SBI
• Connecting the improvement to concrete examples
• Making the feedback visible (where appropriate)
• Using the moment to set the next growth target



160 QA LEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

Example answer:

• “I would give the feedback immediately, not save it for a review: ‘I
want to call out the progress I have seen in your work this month.’ ”

• “Situation: ‘On the last three features you tested…’ Behavior:
‘…your test plans covered edge cases I would not have thought of,
your bug reports were clear and complete on the first draft, and
you caught the timezone handling issue before anyone else.’ Impact:
‘The developer team told me your bug reports are the easiest to work
with on the team. You are directly improving the team’s velocity.’ ”

• “I would make it visible: ‘I am going to mention this in our team
standup because the rest of the team should know about the stan-
dard you are setting.’ ”

• “I would use it to set the next target: ‘You have clearly mastered in-
dependent feature testing. The next challenge: I want you to start
writing test strategies before the three amigos session, not after.
That is the next step toward Mid-level work.’ ”

Chapter 14: Growing QA Engineers from Junior to Senior

The Growth Path Is Not Automatic
Promoting someone from Junior to Mid to Senior is not a matter of time

served. It is a matter of demonstrated capability at increasing scope and
complexity. Some engineers reach Senior in 4 years. Others never get
there because they plateau at the Mid level and do not know what to do
differently.
Your job as a leader is to make the path visible, provide the opportuni-

ties to practice at the next level, and give honest feedback about whether
someone is on track.
What Changes at Each Level

The fundamental difference between levels is not technical skill alone. It is
the scope of impact and the degree of independence.
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Dimension Junior (IC1) Mid (IC2) Senior (IC3)

Scope One feature at a
time

Multiple features,
one product area

Full product or system

Direction Receives de-
tailed instruc-
tions

Receives goals, fig-
ures out approach

Defines goals and ap-
proach for self and
team

Quality of
work

Acceptable with
review

Consistently good Excellent and sets the
standard

Problem
solving

Solves problems
with guidance

Solves problems
independently

Anticipates problems
before they occur

Communi-
cation

Reports status Explains risks and
trade-offs

Influences decisions
across teams

Impact on
others

Learning from
the team

Contributing to
the team

Making the team bet-
ter

Ambiguity
tolerance

Needs clarity to
proceed

Can handle some
ambiguity

Thrives in ambiguity
and creates clarity for
others

The Junior-to-Mid Transition (Typically 1-3 Years)

This is the most common transition and the one that most mentoring
programs address well. The key shift is from “executing instructions” to
“working independently.”

Signs someone is ready for Mid:

• They write test cases without being told what to test
• Their bug reports require no revision before filing
• They can own testing for a feature from planning through release
• They have basic automation skills and can maintain existing tests
• They participate meaningfully in sprint ceremonies
• They ask fewer “how do I?” questions and more “should we?” ques-
tions
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Common blockers:

Blocker What It Looks Like How to Address It

Waiting for
permission

Does not start work un-
til explicitly told

Set the expectation: “If there is
a feature in the sprint, you own
the testing for it unless I say other-
wise.”

Fear of break-
ing things

Avoids complex areas of
the product

Pair on complex features. Let them
take the lead while you provide
the safety net.

Narrow focus Tests only the obvious
cases

Teach risk-based thinking. Review
their test cases and ask “What else
could go wrong?”

Automation
avoidance

Sticks to manual testing
even when automation
is appropriate

Start with small, low-risk automa-
tion tasks. Pair on the first few.
Make the tooling easy.

The Mid-to-Senior Transition (Typically 2-4 Years)

This is where most QA engineers get stuck. The transition from Mid to
Senior requires a fundamental mindset shift: from “I do my work well” to
“I make the team better.”

Signs someone is ready for Senior:

• They proactively identify quality risks without being asked
• They influence the team’s testing approach, not just execute it
• They mentor junior engineers effectively
• They push back on unreasonable deadlines with data, not emotion
• They think about the system, not just the feature
• They contribute to cross-team quality initiatives
• Their work does not need review – others use their work as a refer-
ence
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The “Senior gap” – what Mid engineers often miss:

What Mids Do Well What Seniors Do Differently

Test the feature thoroughly Test the feature AND its interactions with the
rest of the system

Write automated tests Design the automation strategy and framework
architecture

Find bugs Prevent bugs by influencing design and archi-
tecture

Report status in standup Communicate risk to leadership and drive deci-
sions

Follow the process Improve the process
Learn new tools Evaluate tools against team needs and recom-

mend changes
Respond to quality problems Anticipate quality problems and put safeguards

in place

How to coach Mid-to-Senior growth:

1. Give them Senior-level problems. Assign tasks that require cross-
team collaboration, ambiguity handling, and strategic thinking. “De-
sign the test strategy for the platform migration” is a Senior-level
problem. “Test the login page” is not.

2. Make them responsible for outcomes, not tasks. “Your goal this
quarter is to reduce escaped defects in the checkout flow by 40%”
puts them in a position where they have to think about strategy, not
just execution.

3. Require them to teach. Ask them to run a brown bag session, men-
tor a junior, or write a team wiki page. If they cannot explain what
they know, they are not yet Senior.

4. Expose them to leadership. Bring them to planning meetings, ar-
chitecture reviews, and cross-team discussions. Let them present the
test strategy to the product manager. Give them the stage.

5. Give blunt feedback about the gap. “You are excellent at execution.
What I need to see from you at the Senior level is initiative – propos-
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ing improvements without being asked, identifying risks before they
become problems, and coaching others.”

Creating Stretch Assignments

Stretch assignments are the primary vehicle for growth. They are tasks
that sit at the edge of someone’s capability – challenging enough to force
new learning but achievable enough to avoid failure.

Current Level Stretch Assignment What It Develops

Junior Own testing for a small feature
independently

Independence, test design

Junior Present a bug post-mortem to
the team

Communication, analysis

Mid Design the test strategy for a
new feature area

Strategic thinking, planning

Mid Mentor a new hire through
their first month

Coaching, patience, leader-
ship

Mid Evaluate and recommend a new
testing tool

Research, persuasion,
decision-making

Senior Lead the quality workstream for
a cross-team initiative

Cross-team influence, pro-
gram management

Senior Define the team’s automation
strategy for the next year

Vision, architecture, stake-
holder management

Senior Run a testing workshop for the
engineering org

Teaching, facilitation, visi-
bility

Exercises

Beginner:
Using the “What Changes at Each Level” table, honestly assess which

level you are currently operating at for each dimension. Identify the two
dimensions where you have the biggest gap between your current level
and your target level.
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Intermediate:

Create a 6-month coaching plan for a Mid-level engineer who wants to
reach Senior. Include 3 stretch assignments, a mentoring component, and
monthly milestone checks. Use the “Senior gap” table to identify specific
areas for development.

Advanced:

Implement a “Senior readiness review” process for your team. Define the
criteria someone must demonstrate to be considered for Senior promotion,
the evidence required, and the review process. Pilot it with one candidate
and refine based on the experience.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Developed and executed structured growth paths that promoted 3
QA engineers from Junior to Mid and 2 from Mid to Senior within
18 months, each with documented evidence of capability at the new
level.

• Created a stretch assignment framework used across 4 QA teams
that matched development opportunities to skill gaps, accelerating
average promotion timelines by 25%.

• Coached 2 mid-level QA engineers through the Senior transition by
assigning cross-team quality initiatives and mentoring responsibili-
ties, with both achieving promotion within 12 months.

Cover letter framing

Growing QA engineers from Junior to Senior is not a matter of time served
– it is a matter of deliberate development at increasing scope and complex-
ity. I design structured growth paths that make level expectations visible,
provide stretch assignments that build next-level capabilities, and give
honest feedback about whether someone is on track. The result is a team
where promotions feel earned, growth is accelerated, and top performers
stay because they see a clear path forward.
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Interview framing

“I approach engineer growth by defining what changes at each level – not
just technical skill but scope of impact, independence, and influence on
others. I give people Senior-level problems before they are Seniors: own a
product area’s test strategy, mentor a junior, present risk analysis to lead-
ership. I optimize for clarity: every engineer on my team knows exactly
what is expected at their current level and what they need to demonstrate
for the next one. Trade-offs include the time investment in coaching and
stretch assignments, but the payoff is a self-developing team that does not
depend on me for their growth.”

What not to say

• “I promote people when they have been at their level long enough” –
conflates tenure with demonstrated capability.

• “Everyone on my team is doing great” – if no one has development
areas, you are not paying attention.

• “Senior engineers just figure things out on their own” – the Mid-to-
Senior transition is where most people get stuck; it requires active
coaching.

• “I focus on hiring Seniors rather than growing them” – signals a lack
of development investment that will drive retention problems.

• “Technical skill is what separates Senior from Mid” – misses the criti-
cal shift to influence, initiative, and team impact.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A mid-level QA engineer has been at the Mid level for 3 years

and is frustrated about not being promoted. They are technically solid but
have not demonstrated Senior-level behaviors. How do you handle the
conversation?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Honest, specific feedback about what is missing
• Using level expectations as an objective reference
• Creating a concrete development plan with stretch assignments
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• Separating encouragement from false promises

Example answer:

• “I would be direct and specific: ‘Your technical execution is consis-
tently excellent – your automation work is among the best on the
team. What I have not seen yet is the scope and influence that de-
fine Senior-level work.’ ”

• “I would reference the level expectations: ‘At Senior, we expect you
to define the test strategy for a full product area, mentor others, and
proactively identify quality risks that affect the team, not just your
features.’ ”

• “I would create a 6-month plan: ‘Here are three stretch assignments
that will build these capabilities: own the test strategy for the pay-
ments platform, mentor our new hire through their first 90 days, and
present a quality risk assessment to the product team.’ ”

• “I would be honest about the timeline: ‘If you demonstrate these ca-
pabilities consistently over the next two quarters, you will be in a
strong position for promotion. I will advocate for you when the evi-
dence is there.’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: You have a Junior QA engineer who is progressing fast – at 8
months they are operating at Mid-level. Do you promote them early or
wait for the standard timeline?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Basing the decision on demonstrated capability, not tenure
• Ensuring the evidence is solid and not just a few good weeks
• Considering team dynamics and equity
• Using the career ladder as the objective standard

Example answer:

• “I believe in promoting based on sustained demonstrated capability,
not calendar time. If someone is operating at Mid level consistently –
not just on good weeks – they should be promoted.”
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• “I would validate the assessment: review their work against the Mid-
level expectations across all dimensions – scope, independence, qual-
ity, communication. I would also get input from peers who work
with them daily.”

• “I would check for consistency: have they been performing at this
level for at least 2-3 months? Or was it just one exceptional sprint?”

• “If the evidence is solid, I would present the promotion case to my
manager with specific examples mapped to each level expectation.
Early promotions send a powerful message to the team: we reward
performance, not tenure.”

Question 3

Prompt: A Senior QA engineer is technically excellent but refuses to men-
tor juniors or contribute to team improvements, saying “that is the man-
ager’s job.” How do you address this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Clarifying that mentoring and team impact are explicit Senior-level
expectations

• Using the career ladder to make this a performance issue, not a per-
sonality conflict

• Understanding their resistance and addressing root causes
• Setting clear expectations with consequences

Example answer:

• “I would start with a private conversation using SBI: ‘In the last two
quarters, you have not taken on any mentoring or team improve-
ment work. At the Senior level, making the team better is an explicit
expectation, not optional. This is affecting your performance assess-
ment.’ ”

• “I would explore the root cause: ‘Help me understand what is behind
this. Is it a time concern? A belief that it is not your responsibility? A
discomfort with mentoring? I want to help you address whatever the
blocker is.’ ”
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• “If it is a skills gap (they do not know how to mentor), I would pro-
vide coaching and pair them with a mentor who mentors well. If it
is a values disagreement (they believe Senior means ‘best technical
person’), I would reference the career ladder: ‘Technical excellence
is necessary at Senior, but it is not sufficient. Influence and team im-
pact are the differentiators.’ ”

• “I would set a clear expectation with a timeline: ‘In the next quarter,
I expect you to mentor Alex through their onboarding and propose
one improvement to our testing process. Let us check in monthly on
progress.’ ”

Question 4

Prompt: How do you balance growing engineers internally versus hiring
experienced people from outside?

What a strong answer should cover:

• The benefits of internal development (culture, retention, institu-
tional knowledge)

• When external hiring is necessary (new capabilities, time pressure)
• The risk of only doing one or the other
• A practical framework for the decision

Example answer:

• “I default to internal development because promoted engineers carry
institutional knowledge, cultural alignment, and established team
relationships. They also signal to the rest of the team that growth is
possible here.”

• “I hire externally when I need a capability that does not exist on the
team and cannot be developed quickly enough – for example, perfor-
mance testing expertise when no one has that background, or when I
need someone Senior-level and no one is within 12 months of readi-
ness.”

• “The risk of only growing internally is insularity – the team never
gets fresh perspectives. The risk of only hiring externally is demoral-
ization – internal candidates feel passed over.”
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• “My framework: if the skill gap can be closed in 6 months or less
through structured development, I grow internally. If it requires 12+
months or a fundamentally different background, I hire externally.
Either way, I communicate the reasoning transparently to the team.”

Chapter 15: Creating Psychological Safety

Why Psychological Safety Is Not Optional
In 2015, Google’s Project Aristotle studied 180 teams to find out what

makes teams effective. The number one factor was not technical skill,
tenure, or team size. It was psychological safety – the shared belief that
the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking.
For QA teams, psychological safety is especially critical because the na-

ture of QA work involves telling people their work has defects. If a QA
engineer does not feel safe raising concerns, they will stop raising them.
They will file fewer bugs, avoid challenging design decisions, and tell lead-
ership what they want to hear instead of what they need to hear. The or-
ganization loses its quality signal.
What Psychological Safety Looks Like in Practice

In a psychologically safe team… In an unsafe team…

Engineers file bugs without fear of
blame

Engineers hesitate to file bugs against
“senior” developers

People admit when they do not un-
derstand something

People nod along and figure it out alone
(or never figure it out)

QA raises testability concerns in
design reviews

QA stays silent and deals with
untestable code later

Mistakes in production trigger
blameless post-mortems

Mistakes trigger “who did this?” investi-
gations

Junior engineers ask questions
freely

Junior engineers are afraid of looking
stupid

People disagree openly and con-
structively

Disagreements happen in Slack DMs or
not at all

continued on next page
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In a psychologically safe team… In an unsafe team…

“I do not know” is a normal sen-
tence

Admitting ignorance is career-limiting

Failed experiments are learning
opportunities

Failed experiments are career risks

How Leaders Destroy Psychological Safety

Most leaders do not intentionally create unsafe environments. They do it
through small, repeated behaviors that signal “it is not safe to take risks
here.”

Safety-destroying behaviors:

Behavior What It Signals Effect on the Team

Criticizing someone in
a group setting

“If you make a mistake,
you will be publicly em-
barrassed”

People hide mistakes and
avoid risk

Dismissing ideas with-
out consideration

“Your input does not
matter”

People stop contributing

Punishing the messen-
ger of bad news

“Tell me what I want to
hear”

Bad news is suppressed
until it becomes a crisis

Taking credit for the
team’s work

“Your contributions are
invisible”

People stop going above
and beyond

Micromanaging “I do not trust your judg-
ment”

People wait for instruc-
tions instead of using
initiative

Being unpredictable
(warm one day, harsh
the next)

“I do not know what to
expect”

People walk on eggshells
and avoid interaction

continued on next page
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Behavior What It Signals Effect on the Team

Never admitting your
own mistakes

“Mistakes are for other
people”

Perfection becomes the
expectation, which in-
hibits experimentation

How Leaders Build Psychological Safety

Building safety is not a one-time initiative. It is a daily practice embedded
in every interaction.

Practice 1: Model Vulnerability

Share your own mistakes, uncertainties, and learning moments openly.

“I should have caught that risk in the planning session. I was focused on the
timeline and did not think through the testing implications. Here is what I will
do differently next time.”

When the leader admits mistakes, it gives everyone else permission to
do the same.

Practice 2: Respond to Bad News with Curiosity, Not Blame

The moment a leader responds to bad news with anger or blame, the team
learns to hide bad news. Instead:

Team member: “We found a critical bug in production. It was in the code
path we did not test because of the scope cut.”

Unsafe response: “How did we miss this? Who was responsible for that
area?”

Safe response: “Thank you for catching it. Let us fix it first, then understand
what happened. What do we need right now?”
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Practice 3: Explicitly Invite Dissent

In meetings, actively invite opposing viewpoints. If everyone agrees, be
suspicious.

“We are leaning toward shipping on Thursday. Before we commit, I want to
hear the strongest argument for why we should NOT ship on Thursday. Who
sees a risk we have not discussed?”

Practice 4: Separate the Learning from the Consequence

When mistakes happen, handle the immediate consequence (fix the bug,
restore the service) separately from the learning (understand what hap-
pened, improve the process). If the learning conversation feels like a pun-
ishment, people will avoid triggering it.

The blameless post-mortem template:

Section Question

What happened? Objective timeline of events – facts, not judg-
ments

What was the impact? Customer impact, revenue impact, time spent
What were the contributing
factors?

Process gaps, communication failures, techni-
cal debt – NOT individual blame

What did we learn? New understanding that we did not have be-
fore

What will we change? Specific, assigned, time-bound action items
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Practice 5: Make It Safe to Say “I Do Not Know”

Leader in a meeting: “I do not know how the caching layer handles invalida-
tion. Maria, do you know? No? Let us find out together. Action item: investi-
gate caching invalidation behavior.”

By saying “I do not know” publicly – and treating it as normal – you estab-
lish that not knowing is the beginning of learning, not a mark of incompe-
tence.

Practice 6: Protect the Team from Organizational Dysfunction

Sometimes the biggest threat to psychological safety comes from outside
the team – unreasonable deadlines, blame from other departments, politi-
cal pressure.
Your job as a leader: Be the shield. Absorb the organizational noise.

Translate external pressure into clear, reasonable expectations for your
team. Never pass along someone else’s frustration as your own.

What the VP said to you: “Why are there still bugs in production? Your QA
team is not doing their job.”

What you say to your team: “I had a conversation with the VP about pro-
duction quality. I explained our coverage model and the trade-offs we made.
Here is what I committed to: a 20% reduction in escaped defects next quarter.
Let us discuss how to achieve that.”

Measuring Psychological Safety

You cannot improve what you do not measure. Use a simple survey quar-
terly.

Psychological Safety Survey (Anonymous, 1-5 Scale):

1. If I make a mistake on this team, it is held against me. (Reverse
scored)

2. I feel safe bringing up problems or tough issues.
3. People on this team sometimes reject others for being different. (Re-
verse scored)

4. It is safe to take a risk on this team.
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5. It is easy to ask other team members for help.
6. No one on this team would deliberately act in a way that under-
mines my efforts.

7. My unique skills and talents are valued and utilized.

Interpreting results:

• Average 4.0+: Strong safety. Maintain it.
• Average 3.0-3.9: Some safety concerns. Investigate specific ques-
tions with low scores.

• Average below 3.0: Significant safety problems. Prioritize this above
all other team initiatives.

Exercises

Beginner:
Identify one behavior from the “safety-destroying” table that you have

witnessed or exhibited. Write a specific plan for replacing it with a safety-
building alternative. Practice the new behavior for 2 weeks and note the
results.
Intermediate:

Run the psychological safety survey with your team. Analyze the results.
Identify the lowest-scoring question and design a 30-day intervention to
address it. Re-survey at the end of 30 days.

Advanced:

Facilitate a blameless post-mortem for a recent production incident using
the template above. Before the meeting, set explicit ground rules: “No
blame. We are investigating the system, not the people.” After the meet-
ing, survey participants on whether they felt safe and whether the discus-
sion was productive. Iterate on the format.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Increased team psychological safety scores from 2.8 to 4.2 (on a
5-point scale) within 6 months by implementing blameless post-
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mortems, vulnerability modeling, and explicit dissent invitation prac-
tices.

• Introduced quarterly anonymous psychological safety surveys and
translated results into targeted interventions, reducing “fear of filing
bugs” reports from 40% to under 10%.

• Established blameless post-mortem processes for all production inci-
dents, improving team willingness to report issues early by 65% as
measured by pre-release bug discovery rates.

• Reduced voluntary QA attrition by 35% over 12 months by building
a team environment where engineers felt safe raising concerns, ad-
mitting mistakes, and asking for help.

Cover letter framing

A QA team that does not feel safe will stop telling the truth – and a qual-
ity organization that suppresses bad news is worse than useless. I build
psychologically safe environments where engineers file bugs without fear,
raise design concerns in reviews, and report their own mistakes as learn-
ing opportunities. The result is a team that surfaces quality risks early,
when they are cheapest to fix.

Interview framing

“I approach psychological safety as the foundational prerequisite for qual-
ity. If my team does not feel safe raising concerns, filing bugs against se-
nior developers, or admitting mistakes, our quality signal degrades silently.
I build safety through daily behaviors: modeling vulnerability, responding
to bad news with curiosity instead of blame, and running blameless post-
mortems that investigate systems, not people. I optimize for an environ-
ment where ‘I do not know’ and ‘I made a mistake’ are normal sentences.
Trade-offs include the initial discomfort of openly discussing failures, but
the long-term payoff is a team that catches problems earlier and learns
faster.”
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What not to say

• “My team knows they can come to me with anything” – self-
assessment of safety is unreliable; measure it with anonymous sur-
veys.

• “We do not really have safety issues” – every team has areas where
people hold back; dismissing the possibility signals low awareness.

• “I just treat everyone fairly and that is enough” – fairness is neces-
sary but not sufficient; safety requires active, deliberate behaviors.

• “We do post-mortems when things go wrong” – if those post-
mortems involve blame, they are making safety worse, not better.

• “People should just toughen up” – dismisses the evidence that safety
drives performance and signals a hostile leadership style.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A junior QA engineer on your team found a critical bug in a

senior developer’s code but is afraid to file it because “the developer will
get angry.” How do you handle this?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Addressing the junior’s fear with empathy and support
• Coaching them on neutral, fact-based bug reporting
• Investigating whether the senior developer’s behavior is actually cre-
ating an unsafe environment

• Systemic fixes beyond the immediate situation

Example answer:

• “First, I would validate their concern: ‘I understand why you feel
that way. Let me help you.’ Then I would review the bug report to-
gether and coach them on neutral language: factual steps, expected
vs. actual, no blame.”

• “I would offer to co-file the bug if they are uncomfortable doing it
alone the first time. The goal is to build their confidence, not create
dependency.”
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• “Separately, I would investigate whether this developer has a pat-
tern of reacting negatively to bug reports. If yes, I would talk to their
manager about the behavior’s impact on quality: ‘When developers
react defensively to bugs, QA engineers stop filing them, and defects
escape to production.’ ”

• “Systemically, I would add a norm to our team agreement: ‘Bug re-
ports are feedback about the code, not the coder.’ I would reinforce
this publicly in team meetings.”

Question 2

Prompt: You run a blameless post-mortem for a production incident, but
the VP of Engineering demands to know “who was responsible.” How do
you navigate this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Protecting the blameless culture while respecting the VP’s concerns
• Reframing “who” as “what process or system”
• Providing accountability without blame
• Educating leadership on why blameless post-mortems produce better
outcomes

Example answer:

• “I would reframe the question: ‘The post-mortem identified three
contributing factors: a gap in our integration test coverage, unclear
ownership of the configuration change process, and a monitoring
alert that was not configured for this service. Here is the action plan
to address each.’ ”

• “If the VP insists on individual accountability, I would respond:
‘The person who made the configuration change followed the doc-
umented process. The process was insufficient. Assigning individual
blame here would teach the team to hide mistakes rather than sur-
face them quickly.’ ”

• “I would share the research: ‘Google’s Project Aristotle and the De-
vOps Research Assessment both show that blameless cultures detect
and resolve incidents faster. If we start blaming individuals, we will
see slower incident reporting and longer resolution times.’ ”
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• “If the VP still insists, I would escalate to my manager with a clear
recommendation and data, and protect my team from the fallout as
much as possible.”

Question 3

Prompt: You take over a QA team where the previous manager publicly
criticized people in meetings for missing bugs. Morale is low. How do you
rebuild psychological safety?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Acknowledging the past without badmouthing the previous manager
• Immediate behavior changes that signal a different leadership style
• Specific practices to rebuild trust over time
• Measuring progress with surveys

Example answer:

• “Week 1: Individual meetings with every team member. I would
listen without making promises, and I would explicitly name the
change: ‘I believe mistakes are learning opportunities, not failures.
You will not be criticized publicly for missing a bug on my watch.’ ”

• “Week 2: Fix one visible pain point the team has been complaining
about. This builds credibility through action, not words.”

• “Ongoing: Model vulnerability by sharing my own mistakes openly
in team meetings. Respond to every piece of bad news with ‘thank
you for telling me’ and curiosity, never blame. Run a blameless post-
mortem for the next incident and make the contrast with the old
approach visible.”

• “Month 2: Run the psychological safety survey to get a baseline. Re-
peat quarterly. Share the results with the team and co-create im-
provement actions.”

• “Accept that trust rebuilding takes 3-6 months minimum. Some peo-
ple may leave regardless because the damage was too deep. Focus
energy on those who are willing to give the new approach a chance.”
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Question 4

Prompt: How do you create psychological safety on a remote QA team
where you cannot observe body language or have informal hallway inter-
actions?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Intentional practices that replace organic in-office safety signals
• Written norms and agreements that make expectations explicit
• Regular check-ins that go beyond status updates
• Creating multiple channels for raising concerns

Example answer:

• “I would make safety norms explicit and written since remote teams
cannot rely on tone and body language cues: ‘On this team, we file
bugs without apology, ask questions without permission, and admit
mistakes without penalty.’ ”

• “I would add a safety check to every retrospective: ‘On a scale of 1-5,
how safe do you feel raising concerns on this team?’ and address low
scores directly.”

• “I would create multiple channels for raising concerns: anonymous
forms, 1:1s, team channels, and skip-level meetings. Not everyone is
comfortable raising issues in the same way.”

• “I would open every team meeting with a ‘failure of the week’ share
where someone – starting with me – describes a mistake and what
they learned. This normalizes failure in a low-stakes way.”

• “I would schedule informal virtual coffee chats to build the relation-
ship trust that happens naturally in an office but must be designed
for in a remote setting.”
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CAREER GROWTH AND
STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

Chapter 16: Career Ladder Design for QA

Why Your QA Team Needs a Ladder
If QA engineers do not see a clear path for advancement, they will leave.

It is that simple. A career ladder is not a bureaucratic formality. It is a re-
tention tool, a development framework, and a communication device that
tells people: “We have invested in defining what growth looks like here,
and we will support you on the journey.”
Without a ladder, promotions feel arbitrary. With a ladder, they feel

earned and transparent.
The Three-Track Model

The most effective career ladder for QA organizations provides three dis-
tinct tracks of equal prestige, because not everyone should become a man-
ager and not everyone wants to stay a generalist.
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Track 1: Individual Contributor (IC)

Level Title Scope of Impact Key Expectations

IC1 Junior QA
Engineer

Single feature,
guided work

Learns the product and tools, ex-
ecutes test cases, files bugs with
guidance, writes basic automa-
tion

IC2 QA Engineer Multiple features,
independent work

Designs test plans independently,
builds automation, participates
meaningfully in sprint cere-
monies

IC3 Senior QA
Engineer

Full product area,
influencing

Defines test strategy, mentors
juniors, drives quality improve-
ments, contributes to architecture
decisions

IC4 Staff QA
Engineer

Multiple teams,
organizational
impact

Sets quality standards across
teams, designs test infrastruc-
ture, influences engineering-wide
practices

IC5 Principal QA
Engineer

Organization-
wide, strategic

Defines company quality vision,
evaluates and adopts new tech-
nologies, represents QA in execu-
tive decisions

Track 2: Management

Level Title Scope of Impact Key Expectations

M1 QA Lead One team (3-6
people)

Technical leadership, sprint plan-
ning, mentoring, hands-on test-
ing

M2 QA Man-
ager

Multiple teams
(6-15 people)

Hiring, performance manage-
ment, process design, cross-team
coordination

continued on next page
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Level Title Scope of Impact Key Expectations

M3 Director of
QA

QA organization
(15-50 people)

Strategy, budget, tooling deci-
sions, executive reporting, organi-
zational design

M4 VP of Qual-
ity

Company-wide
quality

Quality vision, board-level report-
ing, vendor management, culture
across the company

Track 3: Specialist

Level Title Scope of Impact Key Expectations

S1 QA Engineer
(Specialist Fo-
cus)

Single domain,
learning

Develops foundational skills in
the specialization while con-
tributing to team

S2 [Domain] Engi-
neer

Single domain,
independent

Independently handles work
in the specialization (e.g., Per-
formance Engineer, Security
Tester)

S3 Senior [Do-
main] Engineer

Domain expert,
influencing

Deep expertise, defines ap-
proach for the domain, men-
tors others in the specialization

S4 [Domain] Archi-
tect

Organization-
wide domain
leadership

Designs strategy, selects tools,
sets standards for the special-
ization across the org

Writing Level Expectations

Vague level descriptions are useless. “Demonstrates leadership” means
nothing without specifics. Each level description should answer: What
does this person do? How well do they do it? What is the impact?
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Template for each level:

Section Question It Answers

Scope What is the size and complexity of problems
this person owns?

Technical skills What technical capabilities are expected?
Execution How independently do they work? What is the

quality bar?
Communication Who do they communicate with and how effec-

tively?
Leadership and influence How do they affect others’ work?
Business impact What is the measurable impact on the organiza-

tion?

Example: Senior QA Engineer (IC3)

Scope: Owns quality for a full product area or system. Operates across multi-
ple features and interacts with multiple teams.

Technical skills: Designs test strategies that cover functional, integration,
and non-functional requirements. Builds and maintains automation suites. Un-
derstands the system architecture well enough to identify cross-service risks.

Execution: Works independently with minimal direction. Produces consis-
tently high-quality work that others use as a reference. Handles ambiguity and
makes sound trade-offs.

Communication: Communicates risks and trade-offs clearly to both tech-
nical and non-technical stakeholders. Influences sprint and release decisions
through data-driven arguments.

Leadership and influence: Mentors junior and mid-level engineers. Con-
tributes to team-wide processes and standards. Proactively identifies and ad-
dresses quality gaps.

Business impact: Directly reduces escaped defects and improves release
confidence for their product area. Contributions have measurable impact on
product quality metrics.
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Avoiding Common Ladder Mistakes

Mistake Why It Is Harmful How to Fix It

Only one track
(management)

Forces technical people
into management, losing
their expertise

Add IC and specialist tracks
with equivalent levels and
compensation

Vague level de-
scriptions

Promotions feel arbitrary;
people do not know what
to aim for

Write specific, observable
expectations with examples

No examples of
“what good looks
like”

Engineers cannot self-
assess against abstract
criteria

Include 2-3 concrete exam-
ples per level per dimension

Levels tied to years
of experience

Penalizes fast grow-
ers and rewards seat-
warmers

Tie levels to demonstrated
capability, not tenure

No path between
tracks

People feel trapped in
their chosen track

Define explicit transition cri-
teria between IC, manage-
ment, and specialist tracks

Manager track
pays more

Sends the message that
management is more
valuable than technical
work

Ensure IC and specialist
tracks have equivalent com-
pensation at each level

Ladder exists but is
not used

A document nobody reads
is a wasted effort

Reference the ladder in ev-
ery performance review,
1:1, and promotion discus-
sion

Exercises

Beginner:
Map your current career ladder (or the absence of one) to the three-

track model above. Identify which tracks exist and which are missing.
Write a one-paragraph proposal for the highest-priority missing track.
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Intermediate:

Write detailed level expectations for one level on one track using the tem-
plate above. Include scope, technical skills, execution, communication,
leadership, and business impact. Then validate it by checking: could you
use this description to evaluate a real person’s readiness for promotion?

Advanced:

Design a complete QA career ladder for your organization covering all
three tracks. Include level expectations, compensation alignment recom-
mendations, transition criteria between tracks, and a rollout plan. Present
it to your leadership team for feedback.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and implemented a three-track QA career ladder (IC, Man-
agement, Specialist) covering 12 levels, reducing QA attrition at-
tributed to “no growth path” by 50% within the first year.

• Authored detailed level expectations for each career track with ob-
servable criteria, enabling transparent promotion decisions and elim-
inating perception of arbitrary advancement.

• Established compensation parity between IC and Management
tracks, resulting in a 30% increase in senior engineers choosing to
remain on the IC path instead of pursuing management for pay rea-
sons.

Cover letter framing

Retaining top QA talent requires giving them a visible path forward. I de-
sign career ladders that provide three parallel tracks – Individual Contrib-
utor, Management, and Specialist – each with specific, measurable level
expectations and equivalent compensation. This ensures people grow in
the direction that matches their strengths, not the direction that pays bet-
ter, which improves both retention and role fit.
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Interview framing

“I approach career ladder design by defining what changes at each level
across six dimensions: scope, technical skills, execution quality, commu-
nication, leadership influence, and business impact. I optimize for trans-
parency and fairness – every promotion decision should be explainable
by pointing to the level expectations document. Trade-offs include the
upfront investment in writing detailed level descriptions and calibrating
across teams, but the payoff is that engineers know exactly what is ex-
pected of them and managers have a shared framework for evaluation.”

What not to say

• “We just promote people when they seem ready” – signals a lack of
structure that leads to bias and inconsistency.

• “Management is the only way to advance here” – reveals a broken
career framework that forces technical people into roles they may
not want.

• “We base promotions on years of experience” – penalizes fast grow-
ers and rewards time served rather than demonstrated capability.

• “We have a career ladder but nobody really uses it” – a ladder that is
not embedded in performance reviews and 1:1s is decoration, not a
framework.

• “Senior engineers just know what they need to do” – even seniors
need clarity on expectations for the next level.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A strong mid-level QA engineer tells you they want to become

a Senior QA Engineer but do not know what they need to do differently.
How do you use the career ladder to guide them?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Using the level expectations to identify specific gaps
• Creating a development plan with concrete actions and timelines
• Providing stretch assignments that build the required capabilities
• Setting clear milestones and a realistic timeline
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Example answer:

• “I would pull up the level expectations for both Mid (IC2) and Senior
(IC3) and review them together: ‘Here is what is expected at your
current level, and here is what Senior looks like. Let us identify the
gaps.’ ”

• “Typically the gap is in scope (feature-level vs. product-area-level),
influence (executing vs. improving processes), and leadership (doing
their own work vs. making the team better).”

• “I would create a 6-month development plan with specific stretch
assignments: ‘This quarter, I want you to own the test strategy for
the checkout platform – not just test individual features. I also want
you to mentor our new junior for their first 90 days.’ ”

• “I would set monthly check-ins against the level expectations and
give honest feedback: ‘Your test strategy was solid. What I did not
see yet was you proactively identifying risks before being asked.
That is the Senior-level expectation.’ ”

Question 2

Prompt: A senior QA engineer says they want to move from the IC track
to the Management track. How do you evaluate whether they are ready
and facilitate the transition?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Testing management fit through low-risk experiences before commit-
ting

• Assessing whether they have the core management skills or can de-
velop them

• Being honest if the transition may not be the right fit
• Providing a structured transition path with checkpoints

Example answer:

• “I would start with a conversation about motivation: ‘What is it
about management that attracts you? Is it the broader impact, the
people development, or the career advancement?’ If the answer is
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primarily compensation or title, I would address that by ensuring the
IC track has equivalent rewards.”

• “I would give them management-adjacent experiences to test fit:
mentor a junior for 3 months, lead a cross-team initiative, fill in for
me during a vacation. After each experience, we would debrief: ‘Did
you enjoy it? What was energizing? What was draining?’ ”

• “If the experiences confirm fit, I would map their current IC skills
to management expectations: technical credibility (strong), hiring
and evaluation (needs development), difficult conversations (needs
development), strategic thinking (moderate).”

• “I would create a 6-12 month transition plan with specific skill-
building activities and a clear decision point: ‘At month 6, we will
assess whether a management opportunity makes sense or whether
staying IC with expanded leadership responsibilities is a better fit.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: You are building a QA career ladder for a startup that has never
had one. Engineering leadership says “just keep it simple – 3 levels is
enough.” How do you respond?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Understanding the constraint (startup context, simplicity)
• Explaining why 3 levels may be insufficient for retention
• Proposing a pragmatic starting point that can evolve
• Balancing simplicity with meaningful differentiation

Example answer:

• “I would validate the desire for simplicity: ‘You are right that we
should not over-engineer this. But 3 levels means someone hired as
a junior has only 2 promotions before they hit the ceiling and start
looking elsewhere.’ ”

• “I would propose a compromise: 5 levels on the IC track (Junior,
Mid, Senior, Staff, Principal) with the understanding that most peo-
ple will progress through Junior to Senior, and Staff and Principal
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are aspirational. Management track starts with Lead and Manager –
we do not need Director or VP yet.’”

• “Level descriptions would be one paragraph each, not multi-page
documents. We can expand them as the team grows.”

• “I would emphasize that even a simple ladder needs two things to
work: explicit expectations at each level and consistent use in per-
formance conversations. A simple ladder used consistently beats a
detailed ladder that nobody references.”

Question 4

Prompt: Two QA engineers at the same level have very different strengths
– one is an automation expert, the other excels at exploratory testing and
stakeholder communication. How does the career ladder account for this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• The importance of multiple dimensions in level definitions
• How the Specialist track accommodates deep expertise
• Why level expectations should describe what, not how
• Using the T-shaped engineer concept

Example answer:

• “The career ladder should define levels by the dimensions of impact
– scope, independence, influence, business impact – not by the spe-
cific technical skill. Both engineers can be Senior if they demonstrate
Senior-level scope and impact, even through different strengths.”

• “The level description says ‘designs test strategies for a full product
area’ – it does not say ‘designs automation frameworks.’ The au-
tomation expert might fulfill this through building a comprehensive
automated regression suite. The exploratory expert might fulfill it
through risk-based test strategies and stakeholder risk communica-
tion.”

• “If one engineer wants to go deep into a specialty, the Specialist track
exists for that: a Performance Engineer or Security Tester path with
its own progression.”
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• “The key principle is that the ladder evaluates the what and the im-
pact, not the how. Both T-shapes are equally valid at every level.”

Chapter 17: Transitioning from Individual Contributor to
Management

The Identity Shift
Moving from IC to management is not a promotion in the traditional

sense. It is a career change. The skills that made you an excellent QA en-
gineer – attention to detail, deep technical knowledge, the ability to find
bugs nobody else finds – are necessary but insufficient for management.
Management requires a fundamentally different set of skills: hiring, coach-
ing, navigating politics, having difficult conversations, and measuring your
success through other people’s output instead of your own.
The hardest part of the transition is not learning new skills. It is letting

go of old ones. The thing you were best at – the testing, the automation,
the debugging – you will do less and less of. If you find the idea exciting
(because you will have a broader impact), management might be for you.
If you find it depressing (because you love the craft), stay on the IC track.
Both paths lead to seniority and impact.

continued on next page
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Test How to Do It What It Tells You

Testing Whether Management Is Right for You

Before committing to the transition, test it.

Test How to Do It What It Tells You

Mentor a junior
for 3 months

Formally mentor someone
through onboarding

Do you enjoy helping others
grow, even when progress is
slow?

Lead a project Volunteer to lead a cross-
team quality initiative

Do you enjoy coordination
and communication more
than execution?

Act as a substi-
tute

Fill in when your manager
is on vacation

Do you enjoy the 1:1s, the
priority calls, the email
load?

Shadow a man-
ager

Attend your manager’s
meetings for a week (with
permission)

Is this how you want to
spend your days?

Take a manage-
ment course

Leadership fundamentals,
difficult conversations, etc.

Do the concepts resonate or
feel foreign?

Warning signs that management is not for you:

• You find 1:1 meetings draining rather than energizing
• You resent time spent on email and status updates instead of “real
work”

• You get frustrated when people do things differently than you would
• You would rather solve the problem yourself than coach someone
through it

• You define success by your personal output, not the team’s output
These are not character flaws. They are signals that your strengths and

motivations align with the IC track.
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The First 90 Days as a New Manager

Days 1-30: Listen and Learn
• Meet with every person on the team individually. Ask: “What is go-
ing well? What is broken? What do you need from me?”

• Meet with your peers (other managers, product managers, engineer-
ing leads). Understand the landscape.

• Do NOT make process changes yet. You do not have enough context.
• Resist the urge to prove yourself by doing IC work. Your job is differ-
ent now.

Days 31-60: Identify and Prioritize

• Based on what you learned, identify the top 3 problems the team
faces.

• Pick one to fix first. Choose the one that is most visible and most
painful.

• Start establishing your 1:1 cadence and meeting structure.
• Begin building relationships with stakeholders outside the team.

Days 61-90: Act and Iterate

• Implement the first change. Communicate clearly why you are doing
it and what you expect.

• Gather feedback. Adjust.
• Start working on the second problem.
• By day 90, the team should understand your priorities, your commu-
nication style, and your expectations.

Skills You Need to Develop

Skill Why It Matters How to Build It

Hiring The single highest-leverage
activity. One great hire
changes the team.

Shadow hiring managers,
take interview training, read
“Who” by Smart and Street

continued on next page
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Skill Why It Matters How to Build It

Difficult con-
versations

You will need to give hard
feedback, manage under-
performers, and deliver bad
news

Practice SBI and Radical Can-
dor. Role-play with a peer.

Strategic
thinking

You need to see the big pic-
ture and align QA work with
business goals

Attend leadership meetings.
Read business strategy. Ask
“why” more than “what.”

Delegation You cannot do everything
yourself. You should not try.

Start by delegating tasks you
enjoy (hardest psychologi-
cally but highest leverage)

Meeting facil-
itation

You will spend 50%+ of your
time in meetings. Make them
count.

Read “The Surprising Science
of Meetings.” Practice struc-
tured agendas.

Stakeholder
management

Your success depends on re-
lationships with product,
engineering, and executive
leadership

Schedule regular 1:1s with
key stakeholders. Understand
their priorities.

Emotional
regulation

People will frustrate you, dis-
appoint you, and surprise you.
Your reaction sets the tone.

Practice pausing before react-
ing. Journal. Get a coach or
mentor.

continued on next page
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Reality How to Handle It

The Things Nobody Tells You

Reality How to Handle It

You will feel less pro-
ductive

Redefine productivity: your output is the team’s out-
put, not your personal output

You will miss the tech-
nical work

Keep one small technical project (10-15% of your
time) for sanity. Do not let it become 50%.

Some people will not
accept your authority

Earn it through competence and consistency, not
through the org chart

You will make mistakes Admit them quickly, learn from them, move on. Pre-
tending you are infallible is worse than being fallible.

Your former peers are
now your reports

This is awkward. Address it directly: “Our relation-
ship is changing. I still value you as a colleague and
friend. I also have new responsibilities that may re-
quire difficult conversations.”

You will receive less
feedback

Ask for it proactively. From your team, your man-
ager, your peers. Set up skip-level 1:1s with your
manager’s reports.

Exercises

Beginner:
Take the “testing whether management is right for you” tests above.

Complete at least two of them over the next month. Reflect honestly on
whether you enjoyed the experience and whether it aligns with how you
want to spend your career.
Intermediate:

Write a 90-day plan for a hypothetical new QA manager taking over your
current team. Include specific actions for each 30-day phase, key relation-
ships to build, and the top 3 problems to address. Compare it to what ac-
tually happened when your current manager started.
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Advanced:

If you are already a new manager, schedule skip-level 1:1s with everyone
on your team. Ask three questions: “What is going well?” “What should I
change?” “What do you need from me that you are not getting?” Synthe-
size the feedback, identify patterns, and create an action plan. Share the
action plan (in appropriate detail) with the team.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Transitioned from Senior QA Engineer to QA Manager, building a
team of 6 engineers with a structured 90-day leadership onboarding
approach that achieved full team alignment within the first quarter.

• Developed hiring, 1:1, and performance management capabilities
that resulted in zero regretted attrition during first 18 months of
management.

• Designed delegation and meeting facilitation frameworks that re-
duced manager-dependent decisions by 60%, enabling the team to
operate autonomously during extended absences.

Cover letter framing

The transition from individual contributor to management is a career
change, not a promotion. I made this transition deliberately – testing
whether management aligned with my strengths through mentoring,
project leadership, and acting manager stints before committing. As a
manager, I measure my success through my team’s output and growth, not
my personal technical contributions, which enables me to focus on hiring,
coaching, and strategic alignment.

Interview framing

“I approach the IC-to-management transition as an identity shift, not a skill
upgrade. I tested my fit for management by mentoring juniors, leading
cross-team projects, and filling in for my manager on vacation. What I
learned is that I find energy in helping others grow and in solving organi-
zational problems, not just technical ones. I optimize for team output and
individual development. Trade-offs include doing less hands-on technical
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work, which I manage by keeping one small technical project for perspec-
tive while spending 85% of my time on people and process.”

What not to say

• “I became a manager because it was the only way to advance” – re-
veals that the transition was not a deliberate choice.

• “I still do most of the testing myself” – signals inability to delegate
and will not scale.

• “The hardest part was giving up control” – while honest, framing this
as an ongoing struggle suggests the transition is incomplete.

• “I manage the same way I tested – with attention to detail” – man-
agement requires a fundamentally different mindset; this suggests
the shift has not happened.

• “I do not miss the technical work at all” – slightly unbelievable and
suggests you may not understand the work your team does.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You have been a Senior QA Engineer for 3 years and are of-

fered a QA Manager role. What questions do you ask before accepting?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Questions about the team’s current state and challenges
• Questions about scope, authority, and support structure
• Questions about whether management is truly the right fit
• Honest self-assessment of readiness

Example answer:

• “I would ask about the team: ‘What is the current morale? Why is
the role open? What are the top 3 challenges the team faces?’ ”

• “I would ask about scope and support: ‘How many direct reports?
What is the budget authority? Who is my manager and what is their
management style? What does success look like at 90 days and 12
months?’ ”
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• “I would ask myself honestly: ‘Do I find energy in helping others
grow? Am I comfortable measuring success through other people’s
output? Have I tested this through mentoring and project leader-
ship?’ ”

• “If the answers to the self-assessment questions are genuinely yes, I
would negotiate a 90-day ramp plan where I can keep 20% technical
work initially while building management capabilities.”

Question 2

Prompt: It is your second week as a new QA Manager. One of your former
peers – who also wanted the role – is visibly disengaged and doing the
minimum. How do you handle it?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Acknowledging the awkwardness directly and with empathy
• Having a private conversation focused on understanding their feel-
ings

• Offering concrete support for their career goals
• Setting clear expectations while being patient

Example answer:

• “I would have a direct, private conversation within the first week: ‘I
know this transition is awkward, and I respect that you wanted this
role. I want us to work well together, and I want to support your
career. Can we talk about what you need?’ ”

• “I would listen to their frustration without being defensive. If they
are still processing disappointment, I would give them space while
being clear about expectations: ‘I understand you are disappointed. I
need you to know that your contributions matter to this team and to
me. I also need you to know that I expect the same quality of work
from everyone, including you.’ ”

• “I would ask about their career goals: ‘Do you still want a manage-
ment path? Let me help you get there – whether that is on this team
or elsewhere.’ Then I would create concrete opportunities: leading a
project, mentoring a junior, presenting to stakeholders.”
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• “If disengagement continues after 4-6 weeks despite support, I would
escalate to a direct performance conversation using SBI.”

Question 3

Prompt: You are a new QA Manager and you realize you are spending
70% of your time doing IC work – writing tests, debugging pipelines – be-
cause it feels more productive than your management tasks. What do you
do?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Recognizing this as a common and dangerous trap
• Understanding that delegation is a leadership skill, not a weakness
• Creating a deliberate plan to shift time allocation
• Identifying which IC work to keep and which to delegate

Example answer:

• “I would recognize this as the most common failure mode for new
managers. The IC work feels productive because I can see immediate
results. The management work – 1:1s, planning, stakeholder com-
munication – feels less tangible but is actually higher leverage.”

• “I would audit my calendar and categorize every hour as IC work,
management work, or administrative work. Then I would set a tar-
get: 20% IC, 60% management, 20% admin.”

• “I would identify which IC work only I can do (almost nothing, if the
team is staffed correctly) and delegate the rest with clear expecta-
tions and support.”

• “I would reframe my definition of productivity: a great 1:1 that un-
blocks a team member is more productive than writing a test my-
self, because it multiplies the team’s output instead of adding to my
own.”

Chapter 18: Influencing Without Authority

The QA Influence Problem
QA engineers face a unique influence challenge: the quality of the soft-

ware depends on other people’s behavior. You can design the best test
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strategy in the world, but if developers do not write testable code, if prod-
uct managers do not include testability in requirements, and if leadership
does not allocate time for quality – your strategy is irrelevant.
Most QA engineers respond to this by complaining. “Developers do not

write unit tests.” “Product does not give us enough time.” “Management
does not prioritize quality.” Complaining is not influence. Influence is
getting people to change their behavior because they are persuaded, not
because they are forced.
The Six Sources of Influence

Adapted from the “Influencer” framework, these are the six levers you can
pull to change behavior:

Source Lever QA Example

Personal
motivation

Make the undesir-
able desirable

Help developers see that writing tests is
satisfying, not tedious. Pair with them.
Make it easy and rewarding.

Personal
ability

Surpass your limits Invest in your own skills so that your
recommendations are credible. Hard to
influence automation practices if you
cannot write production-quality code.

Social moti-
vation

Harness peer pres-
sure

Celebrate teams with low defect rates.
Publish quality dashboards. Make qual-
ity visible and desirable.

Social abil-
ity

Find strength in
numbers

Build alliances with sympathetic devel-
opers, product managers, and leaders.
Do not fight alone.

Structural
motivation

Design rewards
and demand ac-
countability

Propose that escaped defect rates are
included in team metrics. Make quality
part of the incentive structure.

Structural
ability

Change the envi-
ronment

Make the right thing easy: pre-
configured test environments, auto-
mated quality gates in CI, test templates
that reduce friction.
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Practical Influence Tactics

Tactic 1: Lead with Data, Not Opinions

Weak: “I think we need more time for testing.”
Strong: “In the last 3 sprints, we shipped 4 critical bugs to production. Two

of them were in areas where we had to skip testing due to time pressure. The
cost of fixing them in production was $47,000 in engineering time and 3 cus-
tomer escalations. If we add 2 days of testing per sprint, here is the projected
ROI.”

Data is harder to argue with than feelings. Build the habit of quantify-
ing everything.
Tactic 2: Solve Their Problem, Not Yours

When you want developers to write unit tests, do not frame it as a QA
need. Frame it as a developer need.

QA-centric framing (weak): “We need unit tests because it makes QA’s job
easier.”

Developer-centric framing (strong): “Unit tests would cut your debugging
time in half. Right now, when a build breaks, you spend 45 minutes bisecting.
With unit tests, you would know which function failed in 30 seconds.”

People change behavior when the benefit is for them, not for you.

Tactic 3: Start Small and Build Momentum

Do not try to change the entire organization at once. Pick one team, one
practice, one metric. Prove the value. Then expand.

Phase 1: Pair with one willing developer on one team to add unit tests for
one critical module. Phase 2: Show the results: fewer bugs, faster debugging,
higher confidence. Phase 3: The developer tells their teammates. Word spreads.
Phase 4: Present the results in an engineering all-hands. Other teams ask for
help.

This is the “small wins” strategy. It works because people are persuaded
by results, not proposals.
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Tactic 4: Build Relationships Before You Need Them

Influence depends on trust, and trust is built before the moment of need.
If the first time you talk to a developer is when you are filing a bug against
their code, the relationship starts adversarial.

Relationship-building habits:

• Have coffee chats with developers, product managers, and designers
– not about work

• Offer help before asking for it: “I noticed your test suite is slow.
Want me to take a look?”

• Give credit publicly: “Sarah’s unit tests caught a regression before it
reached QA. That saved us two days.”

• Be the person who makes others’ lives easier, not harder

Tactic 5: Propose Solutions, Not Problems

Problem-only (weak): “The payment service is untestable. We cannot set up
test data.”

Problem + solution (strong): “The payment service is hard to test because
of the data setup. I have prototyped a test data factory that creates valid pay-
ment records in 30 seconds. Here is a demo. Can I get 2 hours of developer
time to integrate it with the test environment?”

When you bring a solution, people listen. When you bring only a problem,
people shrug.

Influence Maps

An influence map helps you identify who to influence and through whom.

How to build an influence map:

1. Identify the behavior change you want (e.g., “Engineering teams in-
clude testability criteria in code reviews”)

2. List the decision-makers who can make this happen
3. For each decision-maker, assess:

• Do they agree with the change? (Supporter, Neutral, Oppo-
nent)
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• How much influence do they have? (High, Medium, Low)
• Who influences them?

4. Focus your effort on converting high-influence neutrals into support-
ers

5. For opponents, find out what they care about and frame the change
in those terms

Per-
son

Role Stance Influ-
ence

Influencers Strategy

Alex Engineering
Director

Neu-
tral

High CTO, team
leads

Present data on escaped
defects; frame as delivery
velocity improvement

Jor-
dan

Dev Team
Lead

Oppo-
nent Medium

Alex, se-
nior devs

Pair with one of their devs
to show value; address
their concern (time cost)

Sam Product
Manager

Sup-
porter Medium

Alex, CEO Ask Sam to co-sponsor
the initiative in leadership
meetings

Tay-
lor

CTO Neu-
tral

Very
High

Board,
data

Prepare an executive brief:
quality impact on revenue
and customer retention

Exercises

Beginner:
Identify one quality practice you want to influence (e.g., code review

testability checks, unit test requirements, or test environment improve-
ments). Write a one-page proposal using the “data + developer benefit +
small first step” formula.
Intermediate:

Build an influence map for a specific change you want to drive. Identify
all the stakeholders, their stances, and your strategy for each. Execute the
strategy over 4 weeks and document what worked and what did not.
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Advanced:

Run the “small wins” playbook: identify one willing team, implement one
quality practice, measure the before-and-after, and present the results to
the broader engineering org. Track how many teams adopt the practice
within 3 months of your presentation.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Drove adoption of unit testing practices across 4 development teams
by building influence maps, pairing with willing developers, and pre-
senting ROI data that showed a 35% reduction in escaped defects.

• Influenced engineering-wide adoption of testability code review cri-
teria without direct authority, resulting in a measurable improve-
ment in test coverage and a 20% decrease in “untestable code” re-
work.

• Built cross-functional alliances with Product and Engineering lead-
ership to embed QA participation in design reviews, preventing an
estimated 15 requirements-phase defects per quarter.

Cover letter framing

QA’s effectiveness depends entirely on influencing other people’s behav-
ior – developers writing tests, product managers defining testable criteria,
leadership allocating time for quality. I have built a track record of driving
these behavior changes through data-driven persuasion, relationship build-
ing, and small-wins strategies that demonstrate value before requesting
commitment.

Interview framing

“I approach influence by solving the other person’s problem, not mine.
When I want developers to write unit tests, I do not frame it as a QA need
– I show them it cuts their debugging time in half. I start with one will-
ing team, measure the before-and-after, and let the results persuade other
teams. I optimize for trust and demonstrated value over authority and
mandate. The trade-off is that this approach takes longer than top-down
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mandates, but the adoption is more durable because people are persuaded,
not forced.”

What not to say

• “Developers just do not care about quality” – blames others without
taking responsibility for influencing the outcome.

• “I escalate to management when people do not follow the process” –
relying solely on authority signals inability to influence laterally.

• “I told them they should write tests but they ignored me” – confuses
telling with influencing.

• “Quality should be mandated from the top” – while organizational
support helps, effective QA leaders influence from any position.

• “I do not have the authority to change that” – conflates authority
with influence; the chapter is specifically about influence without
authority.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: A senior developer on a team you do not manage refuses to let

QA review their pull requests, saying their code is thoroughly unit-tested.
How do you influence them to allow QA involvement?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Leading with curiosity and respect for their testing discipline
• Identifying the value QA adds beyond unit testing
• Proposing a data-driven experiment rather than a policy argument
• Building the relationship before pushing the request

Example answer:

• “I would start by acknowledging their effort: ‘I have seen your unit
test coverage – it is impressive. I want to understand your approach
because it might be a model for other developers.’ ”

• “Then I would articulate QA’s additive value: ‘Unit tests validate indi-
vidual functions. What QA adds is cross-service integration scenarios,
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exploratory edge cases, and user-flow-level validation that unit tests
are not designed to cover.’ ”

• “I would propose an experiment: ‘Let me review your next 3 PRs in-
formally – not as a gate, just as a second perspective. If I do not find
anything your unit tests missed, I will stop asking. If I do find some-
thing, we can discuss whether ongoing review adds value.’ ”

• “This approach works because it respects their expertise, uses evi-
dence instead of policy, and gives them an easy way to say yes.”

Question 2

Prompt: You want to implement a “quality gate” in the CI/CD pipeline
that blocks deployment if critical test thresholds are not met. Engineering
leadership is worried it will slow delivery. How do you build support?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Building an influence map of stakeholders
• Framing the gate as a delivery accelerator, not a blocker
• Starting small with a non-blocking version to build trust
• Using data from production incidents to justify the gate

Example answer:

• “First, I would build an influence map: who are the decision-makers,
who are the supporters, who are the opponents, and what does each
group care about?”

• “I would reframe the conversation: ‘A quality gate does not slow de-
livery – production rollbacks slow delivery. Last quarter, we had 4
rollbacks that each cost 2 days of engineering time. The gate would
have caught 3 of them.’ ”

• “I would start with a soft gate: the pipeline reports the quality status
but does not block. This lets teams see the value without the friction.
After 2 months of data, I would propose converting it to a blocking
gate for production deployments only.”

• “I would find an ally on the engineering leadership team – the per-
son who was most affected by the last production incident – and ask
them to co-sponsor the proposal.”
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Question 3

Prompt: You are the only QA engineer on a cross-functional team of 8
developers. The team culture treats testing as an afterthought. How do
you change the culture from within, without any authority?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Building one-on-one relationships before trying to change group be-
havior

• Making quality tangible by connecting it to the team’s goals
• Using the “small wins” approach to build momentum
• Leveraging social dynamics (peer influence, visibility)

Example answer:

• “I would start by building relationships individually. I would have
coffee chats with each developer to understand their pain points
around quality – what bugs annoy them most, where they feel un-
safe deploying.”

• “I would find one developer who is sympathetic and pair with them
on adding tests for a high-risk area. When those tests catch a regres-
sion in the next sprint, I would make sure the whole team sees it.”

• “I would introduce one small practice at a time: ‘Can we add a 5-
minute quality check to our PR template?’ Then: ‘Can we track es-
caped defects as a team metric?’ Each practice is small enough that
saying no feels unreasonable.”

• “After 2-3 sprints of visible wins, the culture starts shifting because
the team experiences the benefit directly, not because someone told
them to change.”

Chapter 19: Building QA’s Reputation in the Organization

The Perception Problem
In many organizations, QA is perceived as a cost center – the team that

slows things down, finds problems at the last minute, and says “no” to re-
leases. This perception is not always wrong. Some QA teams do behave
this way. But even teams that add enormous value can be undervalued if
they do not actively manage their reputation.
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Reputation is not vanity. It is strategic. A QA team with a strong repu-
tation gets more headcount, more budget, more executive support, and
more respect from cross-functional partners. A QA team with a weak rep-
utation gets none of those things and eventually gets outsourced or elimi-
nated.
The QA Value Narrative

Every QA team needs a clear, compelling answer to the question: “What
value does QA provide?”

Weak narratives:

• “We find bugs.” (Anyone can find bugs. Some bugs are trivial.)
• “We make sure the software works.” (This is vague and impossible to
measure.)

• “We run tests.” (This describes an activity, not an outcome.)

Strong narratives:

• “We reduce the cost of quality. In Q4, our testing caught 23 critical
defects before release, saving an estimated $180,000 in production
incident costs.”

• “We accelerate confident delivery. Since implementing our auto-
mated regression suite, the team ships releases twice as often with
40% fewer escaped defects.”

• “We protect revenue. Our testing prevented a billing calculation er-
ror that would have overcharged 12,000 customers and triggered
compliance violations.”

The strong narratives have three things in common: they are specific,
they are quantified, and they connect QA work to business outcomes.

Making QAWork Visible

The biggest threat to QA reputation is invisibility. When QA works well,
nothing bad happens – and the absence of bad news does not make good
news. You must actively make your work visible.
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Quality Dashboards

A real-time or weekly quality dashboard makes quality status visible to
everyone.

What to include:

Metric Why It Matters How to Measure

Escaped defect
rate

How many bugs reach
production

Critical/High bugs reported
by customers per release

Test coverage
delta

How coverage changes
over time

Code coverage and feature
coverage trends

Automation ROI The return on automation
investment

Time saved by automation
vs. time spent building/
maintaining

Mean time to
detect (MTTD)

How quickly bugs are
found

Average time from introduc-
tion to detection

Release confi-
dence score

Team’s confidence that a
release is ready

Survey before each release
(1-5 scale)

Sprint quality
velocity

Amount of tested, quality-
assured work per sprint

Story points with “QA com-
plete” vs. total story points

Monthly Quality Reports

Send a brief (one-page) monthly quality report to engineering leadership.

Template:

Quality Report – [Month/Year]
Headline: [One-sentence summary of quality status]
Key metrics: - Escaped defects: X (down/up Y% from last month) - Automa-

tion coverage: X% (delta from last month) - Release confidence score: X/5
Wins: - [Specific quality win with business impact] - [Specific quality win

with business impact]
Risks: - [Specific quality risk with recommended action]
Looking ahead: - [What QA is focused on next month and why]
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Telling Stories

Metrics matter, but stories stick. Collect and share stories of quality im-
pact.

“Last Tuesday, our exploratory testing session found that the new checkout
flow crashed when users had more than 99 items in their cart. That scenario
is not in any test case, but it happens 200 times per week among our power
users. If it had shipped, those 200 users per week would have seen an error
page instead of completing their purchase. At an average cart value of $340,
that is $68,000 per week in at-risk revenue.”

Stories like this are more persuasive than any dashboard. Share them in
all-hands meetings, Slack channels, and leadership updates.

Positioning QA as a Strategic Partner

The shift from “QA is a service” to “QA is a strategic partner” requires
changing how QA engages with the organization.

Service Mindset Strategic Partner Mindset

“Tell us what to test” “Here is our risk assessment and testing strategy”
“We found 15 bugs” “Here are the 3 risks that threaten the release,

ranked by business impact”
“We need more time” “Here is the trade-off: we can ship Thursday with X

coverage or Monday with full coverage. The risk of
Thursday is Y.”

Reactive (tests what is
built)

Proactive (influences what is built and how)

Reports to engineering Partners with engineering, product, and business
Measures test cases
executed

Measures quality outcomes: escaped defects, cus-
tomer satisfaction, release confidence
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Exercises

Beginner:
Write a QA value narrative for your team in three sentences: what you

do, the business impact, and one specific quantified example. Test it by
sharing it with a non-QA colleague and asking if it is compelling.
Intermediate:

Design a quality dashboard for your team using the metrics table above.
Identify which metrics you can track today and which need new instru-
mentation. Build a prototype (even a spreadsheet) and present it in your
next team meeting.

Advanced:

Create and distribute a monthly quality report to engineering leadership
for 3 consecutive months. After the third month, survey the recipients: Do
they read it? Is it useful? What would they change? Iterate based on feed-
back.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and launched a monthly quality report distributed to VP-
level leadership, increasing executive awareness of QA impact and
securing a 25% budget increase for quality tooling.

• Built a real-time quality dashboard tracking escaped defects, automa-
tion ROI, and release confidence, adopted as the standard reporting
format across 6 engineering teams.

• Repositioned QA from a service function to a strategic partner by
presenting risk-quantified release assessments that influenced 4 ma-
jor go/no-go decisions.

• Developed a QA value narrative that reduced executive perception of
QA as a cost center, measured by a 40-point improvement in internal
stakeholder satisfaction surveys.
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Cover letter framing

QA’s greatest enemy is invisibility. When quality work goes well, nothing
bad happens – and the absence of bad news does not generate organiza-
tional support. I actively manage QA’s reputation through quality dash-
boards, monthly leadership reports, and quantified impact stories that con-
nect every testing activity to revenue protection, customer retention, and
delivery speed.

Interview framing

“I approach QA reputation as a communication and positioning challenge.
I maintain a quality dashboard that makes our work visible in real time,
send monthly reports that translate test results into business impact, and
collect stories of defects caught that would have cost real money. I opti-
mize for executive-friendly metrics: dollars saved, customer incidents pre-
vented, and release confidence scores. Trade-offs include the time spent
on communication versus execution, but a QA team that cannot articulate
its value will eventually lose its resources.”

What not to say

• “Our work should speak for itself” – in organizational settings, invisi-
ble work gets defunded.

• “We found 47 bugs last sprint” – raw bug counts without business
context are meaningless to leadership.

• “QA is always undervalued” – complaining about perception without
taking action to change it signals passivity.

• “I do not really do reporting – I focus on testing” – ignores that com-
munication is a core leadership responsibility.

• “We just need to test better and people will notice” – wishful think-
ing that ignores organizational dynamics.



Introduction 213

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: Your engineering organization is considering outsourcing QA

to save costs. You have 15 minutes with the CTO to make the case for
keeping QA in-house. What do you say?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Quantified value of the current QA team (defects caught, cost
avoided, velocity impact)

• Hidden costs of outsourcing (knowledge transfer, communication
overhead, quality regression)

• Strategic value that cannot be outsourced (domain knowledge, team
relationships, cultural influence)

• A pragmatic counter-proposal if some cost reduction is necessary

Example answer:

• “I would open with data: ‘In the past 12 months, our QA team pre-
vented an estimated $620,000 in production incident costs based on
the critical defects we caught pre-release.’ ”

• “I would outline the hidden costs: ‘Outsourcing will require 3-6
months of knowledge transfer, during which quality will regress.
Communication overhead across time zones adds 20-30% to cycle
times. Domain knowledge takes years to build and cannot be trans-
ferred via documentation.’ ”

• “I would highlight strategic value: ‘Our QA engineers sit in design
reviews, influence architecture decisions, and coach developers on
testability. An outsourced team tests what is built. An in-house team
improves what is being designed.’ ”

• “I would offer a pragmatic alternative: ‘If cost reduction is the goal,
I can propose a 15% efficiency improvement through automation
investment that costs less than the outsourcing transition.’ ”
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Question 2

Prompt: You join a new company and discover that QA has no visibility –
no dashboards, no reports, no presence in leadership meetings. How do
you build QA’s reputation from scratch?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Start with quick wins to build credibility before asking for visibility
• Build measurement infrastructure (dashboards, metrics)
• Create a communication cadence for different audiences
• Use stories, not just metrics, to make impact memorable

Example answer:

• “Month 1: I find the biggest quality pain point and fix it visibly.
Maybe it is flaky CI, maybe it is recurring production bugs in one
area. I solve it and make sure the right people know.”

• “Month 2: I build a basic quality dashboard – even a spreadsheet –
tracking escaped defects, automation coverage, and release confi-
dence. I start sending a monthly one-page quality report to engineer-
ing leadership.”

• “Month 3: I use the credibility from the quick win and the data from
the dashboard to request a standing slot in the engineering leader-
ship meeting. I present a 5-minute quality update with one metric,
one win story, and one risk.”

• “Ongoing: I collect impact stories obsessively. Every critical bug
caught pre-release gets a dollar estimate. After 6 months, I have a
compelling narrative backed by data.”

Question 3

Prompt: A developer publicly says in an all-hands meeting that “QA just
slows us down and we would ship faster without them.” How do you re-
spond?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Staying calm and professional – not getting defensive
• Acknowledging the developer’s frustration while reframing the con-
versation

• Using data to counter the claim
• Following up privately to understand the root cause

Example answer:

• “In the moment, I would stay calm and respond with curiosity, not
defensiveness: ‘That is worth discussing. Can you tell me about a
specific instance where QA slowed down a release? I want to under-
stand the pain point.’ ”

• “If the developer gives a specific example, I would acknowledge it:
‘That is a fair point – we can improve our turnaround on that type
of testing.’ Then I would add context: ‘I also want to share that in
Q3, our testing caught 12 critical defects before release, including a
billing error that would have affected 8,000 customers.’ ”

• “After the meeting, I would follow up privately: ‘I appreciate you
raising that concern. Let us find specific ways to make QA faster for
your team without reducing the coverage that protects us.’ ”

• “I would use the incident as motivation to audit our process for un-
necessary bottlenecks and to improve how we communicate QA’s
value.”

Question 4

Prompt: Design a quality dashboard for a QA team of 8 people supporting
4 product teams. What metrics do you include and why?

What a strong answer should cover:

• A mix of leading and lagging indicators
• Metrics that resonate with different audiences (executives, PMs, de-
velopers)

• Actionability: every metric should suggest an action when it moves
• Simplicity: not everything measurable should be on the dashboard
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Example answer:

• “I would include 6 metrics organized in three tiers:”
• “Business tier (for executives): Escaped defect rate per release and
estimated cost of quality (production incident costs vs. testing invest-
ment). These connect QA directly to business impact.”

• “Delivery tier (for PMs and dev leads): Average time in QA per story
and release confidence score. These show whether QA is a bottle-
neck or an accelerator.”

• “Health tier (for the QA team): Automation coverage trend and test
suite reliability (percentage of runs passing on first attempt). These
are internal health metrics that predict future problems.”

• “I would keep it to one screen, update it weekly, and review it in our
team standup every Monday.”

Chapter 20: Strategic Thinking for QA Leaders

Beyond Sprint-Level Thinking
Most QA leads and managers operate at the sprint level. They plan test-

ing for the next two weeks, manage the backlog, and react to production
issues. This is necessary but insufficient. Strategic QA leadership means
thinking in quarters and years, not just sprints.
Strategic thinking answers: Where should QA be in 12 months? What

capabilities do we need? What should we stop doing? How does quality
connect to the company’s business objectives?
The QA Strategy Framework

A QA strategy is a document that aligns quality activities with business
objectives. It should be reviewed quarterly and updated annually.

Framework:

Section Question It Answers

Business context What are the company’s top priorities this year?
How does quality support them?

Current state assessment Where is QA today? Strengths, weaknesses, gaps.

continued on next page
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Section Question It Answers

Quality vision What does “great quality” look like for this organi-
zation in 12 months?

Strategic pillars What are the 3-5 major areas of investment? (e.g.,
automation, performance, shift-left)

Roadmap What will we do each quarter to execute on the
pillars?

Metrics How will we measure progress?
Resources What people, tools, and budget do we need?
Risks What could prevent us from achieving the vision?

Sample Strategic Pillar

Pillar: Shift-Left Quality

Component Detail

Objective Catch 50% more defects before code reaches QA
Current state Developers write minimal unit tests (15% coverage). Code

reviews do not check testability. QA finds most bugs in sys-
tem testing.

Target state 60% unit test coverage. Testability criteria in code review
checklist. QA involved in design reviews.

Q1 actions Pair with 2 dev teams to write unit tests together. Create
testability code review checklist.

Q2 actions Expand to all teams. Track unit test coverage trends.
Q3 actions Integrate unit test coverage into CI gates. QA participates

in all architecture reviews.
Q4 actions Measure escaped defect reduction. Present ROI to leader-

ship.
Metrics Unit test coverage (%), defects found before QA (%), time

spent on regression bugs (hours)

continued on next page
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Component Detail

Resources 1 senior QA engineer dedicated to shift-left initiatives (25%
allocation)

Technology Radar for QA

A QA Technology Radar tracks the tools and techniques your team should
adopt, trial, assess, or hold.

Ring Definition Examples

Adopt Proven, recommended for use
by all teams

Playwright for E2E testing, k6
for performance testing

Trial Being evaluated on one or two
teams

AI-assisted test generation, vi-
sual regression testing

Assess Interesting but not yet trialed Mutation testing, chaos engi-
neering for QA

Hold Previously used but being
phased out or not recommended

Selenium WebDriver (legacy),
manual regression only

Review and update the radar quarterly. Share it with the QA team and
engineering leadership.

Making Trade-Off Decisions

Strategic leadership requires making trade-off decisions where there is no
perfect answer. The key is to make the trade-off visible and the reasoning
transparent.

Common QA trade-offs:
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Trade-Off Option A Option B How to Decide

Speed vs. cov-
erage

Ship faster
with less test-
ing

Ship slower
with more
testing

Assess risk: what is the
cost of a bug vs. the cost
of a delay?

Automation
vs. exploration

Invest in au-
tomation

Invest in ex-
ploratory test-
ing

Assess ROI: which type
of testing is finding more
valuable bugs?

Breadth
vs. depth

Test many fea-
tures shallowly

Test few fea-
tures deeply

Assess risk: which fea-
tures have the highest
business impact?

Build vs. buy Build custom
test tools

Buy commer-
cial tools

Assess: does the team
have the skill and time to
maintain custom tools?

Generalists
vs. specialists

Hire QA gener-
alists

Hire QA spe-
cialists

Assess: does the team
need breadth (general-
ists) or depth (special-
ists)?

Exercises

Beginner:
Write a one-page QA strategy for your team covering: business context

(your company’s top 3 priorities), current state (QA strengths and weak-
nesses), and one strategic pillar with quarterly actions.
Intermediate:

Build a QA Technology Radar for your team. List at least 3 items in each
ring (Adopt, Trial, Assess, Hold). Share it with your team and get their
input. Finalize and publish it.
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Advanced:

Create a full QA strategy document using the framework above. Present
it to your leadership team. Get feedback, iterate, and publish. Track
progress against the roadmap quarterly.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Authored and executed a 12-month QA strategy aligned to 3 corpo-
rate business priorities, resulting in a 45% reduction in escaped de-
fects and a 2x increase in release frequency.

• Built and maintained a QA Technology Radar that guided tooling
decisions across 8 product teams, standardizing on Playwright and
k6 and retiring 3 legacy frameworks.

• Led quarterly strategic trade-off reviews that shifted 30% of QA ef-
fort from low-risk regression to high-impact shift-left activities, im-
proving defect prevention by 50%.

Cover letter framing

QA leaders who operate only at the sprint level cap their team’s impact. I
build quarterly and annual QA strategies that connect quality investments
to business outcomes – revenue protection, release velocity, and customer
retention. By maintaining a technology radar and making trade-off deci-
sions transparent, I ensure QA resources are always deployed where they
create the most value.

Interview framing

“I approach QA strategy by starting with the business context: what are
the company’s top priorities this year, and how does quality support or
block them? From there I define strategic pillars – typically 3 to 5 areas
like shift-left, automation maturity, or performance resilience – each with
quarterly milestones. I optimize for ROI clarity so that every quality invest-
ment has a measurable expected return. Trade-offs include the time spent
on strategic planning versus execution, but without strategy, QA effort
drifts toward low-value activities.”
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What not to say

• “I focus on the sprint and let strategy happen organically” – signals
tactical-only thinking with no long-term vision.

• “My strategy is to automate everything” – shows a one-dimensional
approach that ignores exploration, risk-based testing, and the testing
pyramid.

• “I do not really track QA metrics” – without measurement, strategy is
just aspiration.

• “We use whatever tools the team prefers” – indicates no strategic
oversight of the technology portfolio.

• “Strategy documents are just shelfware” – dismisses the value of
alignment and communication.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are asked to present a 12-month QA strategy to the VP

of Engineering. The company’s top priority is reducing time-to-market by
30%. How do you structure your strategy?
What a strong answer should cover:

• Direct alignment between QA strategy and the business goal of faster
delivery

• Strategic pillars that accelerate rather than slow down delivery
• Metrics that measure QA’s contribution to velocity, not just defect
counts

• Realistic resourcing and phased execution

Example answer:

• “I would open with the business context: faster time-to-market
means QA must become a delivery accelerator, not a gate.”

• “Pillar 1: Shift-left quality – embed QA in design reviews and three
amigos to prevent rework. Pillar 2: Automation for confidence – in-
vest in fast, reliable automated regression to eliminate manual re-
gression as a bottleneck. Pillar 3: Risk-based testing – stop testing
everything equally and focus deep testing on high-risk areas.”
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• “Metrics: time spent in QA per feature (target: 40% reduction), es-
caped defects per release (must not increase), and release confi-
dence score (target: 4.5/5).”

• “Resourcing: reallocate one engineer from manual regression to au-
tomation infrastructure. No new headcount required in Q1-Q2.”

Question 2

Prompt: Your CTO wants to adopt AI-assisted test generation tools. The
team is skeptical. How do you evaluate and make the decision?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Using the Technology Radar framework to categorize the tool
• Structured evaluation with clear criteria
• A pilot approach to reduce risk
• Balancing innovation enthusiasm with practical skepticism

Example answer:

• “I would place AI-assisted test generation in the ‘Assess’ ring of our
Technology Radar initially.”

• “I would define evaluation criteria: time saved in test creation, qual-
ity of generated tests (false positive rate, edge case coverage), inte-
gration effort with our existing framework, and maintenance bur-
den.”

• “I would run a 4-week pilot with one team on one feature area, com-
paring AI-generated tests against manually written tests on the same
requirements.”

• “I would present the pilot results to the team and the CTO with a
recommendation: move to ‘Trial’ (expand to more teams), stay in
‘Assess’ (needs improvement), or move to ‘Hold’ (not ready for our
context).”
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Question 3

Prompt: You have budget for either hiring one more QA engineer or pur-
chasing a commercial test management and automation platform. Which
do you choose and why?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Framework for evaluating the trade-off (build vs. buy, people
vs. tools)

• Assessment of current bottleneck: is the team tool-constrained or
capacity-constrained?

• Long-term versus short-term considerations
• A nuanced answer that depends on context, not a blanket preference

Example answer:

• “This depends on where the bottleneck is. If my team has the right
tools but not enough capacity to use them – stories sitting in the test-
ing column for days – I hire the person.”

• “If my team has capacity but spends 40% of their time fighting with
inadequate tooling – flaky open-source setups, manual reporting, no
CI integration – I buy the platform.”

• “In most cases, I lean toward the person because tools require peo-
ple to operate them effectively, and an additional engineer provides
flexibility that a tool does not.”

• “I would present both options to leadership with a projected ROI for
each, and let the data drive the decision rather than my personal
preference.”

Chapter 21: Managing Up and Managing Stakeholders

Why Managing Up Matters
Your relationship with your manager determines how much support,

autonomy, and resources your team receives. A QA leader who does not
manage up effectively will find themselves fighting for headcount, defend-
ing QA’s value, and absorbing organizational pressure that should have
been deflected.
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Managing up is not about manipulation or politics. It is about building
a productive relationship with your manager by understanding their priori-
ties, communicating in their language, and making their job easier.
Understanding Your Manager’s World

Question Why It Matters

What are they measured on? Their metrics determine their priorities. Align
your work with what they care about.

What keeps them up at night? Their biggest fear is your biggest opportunity.
If they worry about release quality, position
QA as the solution.

How do they prefer to receive
information?

Some managers want weekly written updates.
Others prefer a 5-minute verbal check-in.
Match their style.

Who do they report to, and
what pressure are they under?

Understanding the chain of command helps
you anticipate and prepare for cascading
demands.

What is their decision-making
style?

Some managers decide quickly with minimal
data. Others want exhaustive analysis. Tailor
your proposals.

The Art of the Status Update

Most QA status updates are useless. “Testing is going well” tells a manager
nothing. “We found 15 bugs” tells them a number without context. Effec-
tive status updates answer three questions: Are we on track? What are the
risks? What do you need from me?

Template for QA status updates:

Section Content

Summary (1 sentence) Overall status: on track, at risk, or blocked

continued on next page
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Section Content

Key metrics 2-3 numbers that matter this week (escaped defects,
coverage, release readiness)

Risks What could go wrong and what is the mitigation
plan

Decisions needed Any decisions that require your manager’s input or
approval

Support needed Resources, escalation, or organizational support you
need

Example:

Summary: Release 4.2 testing is on track for Thursday, with one medium-
risk area.

Key metrics: 92% of test cases executed. 3 open critical bugs (all in active
fix). Automation coverage at 78%.

Risks: The payment refund flow has not been tested with the new provider
integration. The provider’s sandbox was down until yesterday. We can cover the
critical paths by Wednesday, but edge cases will be deferred to a post-release
patch.

Decision needed: Should we ship Thursday with partial payment refund
testing and a feature flag, or delay to Monday for full coverage?

Support needed: None.

Framing Requests Effectively

When you need something from leadership – headcount, budget, tooling,
time – how you frame the request determines whether you get it.

The COIN framework for requests:

Element Question Example

Context What is the situa-
tion?

“Our escaped defect rate has increased 30%
over 3 quarters.”

continued on next page
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Element Question Example

Observation
What have you
observed?

“The increase correlates with the addition of
3 new product teams without additional QA
capacity.”

Impact What is the busi-
ness impact?

“Each escaped defect costs an average of
$8,500 in engineering time and customer
escalation. At current rates, that is $340,000/
year in avoidable cost.”

Next step What do you
propose?

“I am requesting two additional QA engineers.
The expected ROI is $170,000/year in re-
duced defect cost, with a 4-month ramp to
full productivity.”

Stakeholder Management

Beyond your direct manager, you need productive relationships with prod-
uct managers, engineering directors, and other leaders who affect QA’s
success.

continued on next page
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Stakeholder Frequency Format Content

The stakeholder communication cadence:

Stakeholder Frequency Format Content

Direct man-
ager

Weekly 1:1 meeting + writ-
ten update

Status, risks, decisions,
support needs

Engineering
director

Biweekly or
monthly

Brief written update
or in-person check-
in

Quality trends, strategic
initiatives, cross-team
issues

Product
managers

Per sprint Sprint-level quality
summary

Test coverage, open
risks, release readiness

Dev team
leads

Daily or per
sprint

Standup or Slack
summary

Testing progress, block-
ers, bug status

Executive
leadership

Monthly or
quarterly

Quality report Key metrics, business
impact, strategic direc-
tion

Exercises

Beginner:
Write a status update for your current project using the template above.

Compare it to the last status update you sent. What information was miss-
ing? What was unnecessary?
Intermediate:

Map your stakeholders using the influence map format from Chapter 18.
For each stakeholder, identify their priorities, preferred communication
style, and what they need from QA. Design a communication cadence and
implement it for one month.

Advanced:

Prepare a COIN-formatted request for a resource you need (headcount,
tools, budget). Include a one-page executive brief with the business case.
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Present it to your manager and document the outcome. If it was rejected,
analyze why and refine the approach.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Established structured stakeholder communication cadence across
5 executive and cross-functional partners, resulting in 2x faster ap-
proval cycles for QA resource requests.

• Secured budget approval for 3 additional QA headcount by present-
ing COIN-formatted business cases that quantified $340K/year in
avoidable escaped-defect costs.

• Designed and implemented a weekly status reporting framework
adopted by engineering leadership as the standard for all platform
teams.

Cover letter framing

QA leaders who cannot manage up effectively end up fighting for re-
sources instead of deploying them. I build productive relationships with
engineering directors, product managers, and executive leadership by com-
municating in their language – business risk, revenue impact, and delivery
confidence – not QA-centric metrics. This ensures QA has the organiza-
tional support it needs to deliver results.

Interview framing

“I approach managing up and stakeholder management as a communica-
tion design problem. I map every stakeholder’s priorities and preferred
communication style, then build a cadence that keeps them informed with-
out overwhelming them. My status updates answer three questions: are
we on track, what are the risks, and what do I need from you. Trade-offs
include the time investment in maintaining multiple communication chan-
nels, but the payoff is that QA never gets blindsided by organizational de-
cisions made without quality input.”
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What not to say

• “My manager does not support QA” – blames upward without taking
responsibility for managing the relationship.

• “I just send a weekly email update” – generic updates without strate-
gic framing signal you are reporting, not influencing.

• “I do not really interact with stakeholders outside my team” – reveals
a dangerously narrow sphere of influence.

• “I let the work speak for itself” – in organizational settings, invisible
work gets defunded regardless of quality.

• “I push back when leadership makes bad decisions” – frames influ-
ence as opposition rather than partnership.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: Your VP of Engineering asks you in a hallway conversation

why QA needs four engineers when the dev teams “seem to be testing fine
on their own.” You have 2 minutes. What do you say?
What a strong answer should cover:

• An immediate, concise value statement with a specific data point
• Reframing from cost to risk reduction
• An offer to follow up with a detailed analysis

Example answer:

• “I would lead with a concrete number: ‘Last quarter, our QA team
caught 18 critical defects before release. Based on our average pro-
duction incident cost of $8,500, that is roughly $153,000 in avoided
costs – more than the team’s annual salary.’ ”

• “Then I would reframe: ‘The dev teams are testing well at the unit
level, which is great. What QA adds is cross-service integration test-
ing, exploratory edge-case coverage, and release readiness assess-
ment that individual developers cannot do for their own code.’ ”

• “I would close with: ‘I would love to walk you through the full data.
Can I send you a one-pager this week?’ ”
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Question 2

Prompt: You need to request a new performance testing tool that costs
$40,000/year. Your manager is skeptical about tooling spend. How do you
build and present the case?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Using the COIN framework to structure the request
• Quantifying the cost of not having the tool
• Presenting alternatives at different investment levels
• Proposing a trial period to reduce risk

Example answer:

• “Context: ‘We have had 3 performance-related production incidents
in the past 6 months, each requiring 2-3 days of engineering re-
sponse.’ ”

• “Observation: ‘We currently have no systematic way to test perfor-
mance before release. We are finding issues in production instead of
staging.’ ”

• “Impact: ‘Those 3 incidents cost approximately $95,000 in engineer-
ing time, customer escalations, and revenue impact.’ ”

• “Next step: ‘I am proposing a $40,000/year tool with a 30-day free
trial. If the trial does not demonstrate clear value, we walk away at
zero cost. The projected ROI is 2.4x in the first year based on inci-
dent prevention alone.’ ”

Question 3

Prompt: A product manager consistently excludes QA from planning
meetings, saying “we will loop QA in when development is done.” How
do you handle this?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Understanding the PM’s perspective and constraints
• Using data to show the cost of late QA involvement
• Proposing a lightweight inclusion that does not slow planning down
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• Building the relationship before escalating

Example answer:

• “I would start with a private conversation to understand their con-
cern: ‘I noticed QA has not been in planning lately. I want to un-
derstand your reasoning – is it a time concern, or do you feel QA
involvement is not adding value at that stage?’ ”

• “I would share data: ‘In the last 3 sprints where QA was not in plan-
ning, we found 7 requirements ambiguities during testing that re-
quired rework. In the 3 sprints before that where QA attended plan-
ning, we caught those issues upfront.’ ”

• “I would propose a compromise: ‘What if QA attends just the first 30
minutes of planning to review acceptance criteria? If it does not add
value after 3 sprints, we stop.’ ”

• “If the PM remains resistant after a good-faith effort, I would esca-
late to our shared manager with the data.”

Question 4

Prompt: Your manager asks you to prepare a quarterly quality report for
the executive team. What do you include and how do you structure it?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Business-centric framing, not QA-centric metrics
• A clear structure: headline, metrics, wins, risks, next steps
• Specific quantified examples, not abstract statements
• Forward-looking elements, not just backward reporting

Example answer:

• “I structure it as a one-page document with five sections: Headline
(one sentence on quality posture), Key Metrics (escaped defects
trend, automation coverage, release confidence), Wins (2-3 specific
stories of quality impact with dollar values), Risks (quality concerns
that need leadership awareness or action), and Looking Ahead (what
QA is investing in next quarter and why).”
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• “Every metric connects to a business outcome: not ‘we have 85% test
coverage’ but ‘test coverage improvements correlated with a 30%
reduction in post-release hotfixes, saving approximately 40 engineer-
ing hours per month.’ ”

• “I would keep it to one page – executives do not read multi-page re-
ports. If they want detail, I include a link to the full dashboard.”

Chapter 22: Succession Planning

Why Succession Planning Matters
Succession planning is not just for CEOs and VPs. Every QA leader

should have a plan for who takes over if they are unavailable – temporar-
ily or permanently. Without succession planning, the departure of a key
leader creates chaos: decisions stall, knowledge is lost, and the team loses
direction.
Succession planning is also a development tool. When you groom some-

one to replace you, you accelerate their growth and free yourself to take
on larger challenges.
The Succession Readiness Matrix

For each key role on your team, assess who could fill it and how ready
they are.

Role Cur-
rent
Holder

Suc-
cessor
1

Readi-
ness

Suc-
cessor
2

Readi-
ness

Gap

QA Lead You Sarah
(Senior
QA)

6-12
months
away

n/a n/a Sarah needs expe-
rience with stake-
holder manage-
ment and hiring

Automa-
tion
Lead

Marcus Alex
(Mid
QA)

12-18
months
away

Jordan
(Mid
QA)

18-24
months
away

Both need deeper
framework design
experience

Perfor-
mance
Testing

Lin Nobody No suc-
cessor

n/a n/a Critical gap – cross-
train immediately
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Readiness levels:

• Ready now: Could step in tomorrow with minimal disruption
• Ready in 6-12 months: Has most skills, needs targeted develop-
ment and experience

• Ready in 12-24 months: Has potential but needs significant devel-
opment

• No successor: Critical risk requiring immediate action

Developing Your Successor

Developing a successor is not a single action. It is a systematic process of
expanding their exposure, responsibility, and capability.

The 4-stage development plan:

Stage Duration Focus Activities

Shadow
1-2
months

Observation and
learning

Successor attends your meetings,
reads your communications, ob-
serves your decision-making

As-
sist

2-3
months

Supported partici-
pation

Successor co-leads meetings, drafts
communications for your review,
makes recommendations you ap-
prove

Lead 2-3
months

Primary responsi-
bility with safety
net

Successor leads meetings, makes
decisions, communicates to stake-
holders. You review after the fact
and provide feedback.

Own Ongo-
ing

Full autonomy Successor handles the responsibility
independently. You are available for
consultation but not involved.

Documenting What Only You Know

Every leader has knowledge that exists only in their head. Succession plan-
ning requires extracting and documenting that knowledge.
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The “hit by a bus” document:

Section Content

Team composition Who is on the team, their strengths, their development
areas, any sensitive situations

Key relationships Who to call for what: stakeholders, vendors, cross-
team contacts

Recurring commit-
ments

Regular meetings, reports, deadlines, and deliverables

Active decisions Decisions in progress, context, deadlines, and stake-
holders involved

Budget and resources Budget status, planned expenditures, vendor contracts
Passwords and access Location of shared credentials, admin access, tool li-

censes (NOT the actual passwords – the location of the
vault)

Strategic context Current strategy, rationale for recent decisions, upcom-
ing initiatives

Known risks Issues you are monitoring, political dynamics, team
morale concerns

Store this document securely and update it quarterly.

Exercises

Beginner:
Create a succession readiness matrix for the key roles on your team.

Identify which roles have no successor and mark them as critical gaps.
Intermediate:

Write a “hit by a bus” document for your own role. Include all sections
from the template above. Share it with your manager and your most likely
successor (if applicable).
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Advanced:

Design and implement a 6-month development plan for your identified
successor using the 4-stage model. Track progress monthly and adjust
based on results. At the end of 6 months, assess whether the successor’s
readiness has improved by one level.

Career Translation

Resume phrasing
• Designed and maintained succession readiness matrices for all key
QA roles, reducing critical single-points-of-failure from 3 to 0 within
12 months.

• Implemented a 4-stage successor development program (Shadow,
Assist, Lead, Own) that produced two promotion-ready candidates
ahead of schedule.

• Created and maintained “hit by a bus” documentation covering team
composition, strategic context, and operational knowledge for seam-
less leadership continuity.

Cover letter framing

Sustainable QA organizations do not depend on any single person. I build
succession plans that identify future leaders early, develop them through
structured exposure to leadership responsibilities, and document institu-
tional knowledge so that transitions – planned or unplanned – do not dis-
rupt quality outcomes. This protects the business from leadership gaps
and accelerates the growth of the next generation of QA leaders.

Interview framing

“I approach succession planning as a continuous development practice, not
a one-time document. I maintain a readiness matrix for every key role,
run structured development cycles where successors shadow, assist, lead,
and eventually own responsibilities, and keep living documentation of in-
stitutional knowledge. The trade-off is that it takes real time investment
from current leaders, but the payoff is a team that can absorb departures
without losing momentum.”
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What not to say

• “I have not really thought about what happens if I leave” – signals
lack of strategic thinking and organizational maturity.

• “My team cannot function without me” – reframes a critical bus-
factor risk as a personal compliment; it is actually a leadership fail-
ure.

• “Succession planning is an HR thing” – shows you do not understand
that developing future leaders is a core leadership responsibility.

• “I just document everything in Confluence” – documentation alone
is not succession planning; it ignores the relationship, context, and
judgment transfer.

• “Nobody on my team is ready to step up” – signals you have not in-
vested in developing your people.

Interview Depth Check

Question 1
Prompt: You are a QA Manager and you just received a promotion to

Director of QA. Your current role needs to be filled, but there is no obvious
successor. Walk me through how you would handle the transition.
What a strong answer should cover:

• Immediate assessment of who has partial readiness and what gaps
exist

• Short-term mitigation: distributing leadership responsibilities across
multiple people

• Medium-term plan: accelerated development for the strongest candi-
date

• Documentation of institutional knowledge before transitioning out
• Communication plan for the team and stakeholders

Example answer:

• “First, I would inventory my current responsibilities and categorize
them: people management, stakeholder communication, technical
decisions, and process ownership.”



Introduction 237

• “I would distribute these across two or three senior team members,
giving each a subset to shadow me on for the first month, then co-
lead in month two.”

• “I would create or update my ‘hit by a bus’ document covering key
relationships, active decisions, budget status, and strategic context.”

• “Simultaneously, I would work with my new manager to determine
whether to promote from within or hire externally, providing a can-
did readiness assessment for internal candidates.”

• “I would schedule knowledge transfer sessions with whoever takes
the role, focusing not just on processes but on the political and orga-
nizational context that is hardest to document.”

Question 2

Prompt: You discover that your top automation engineer – who single-
handedly built and maintains your entire test framework – is interviewing
at other companies. What do you do?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Immediate retention conversation balanced with respect for their
autonomy

• Honest assessment of why they might be leaving
• Parallel track: begin knowledge extraction and cross-training imme-
diately

• Systemic fix: address the bus factor that allowed this situation

Example answer:

• “I would have a private, honest conversation: ‘I want to understand
what is driving your interest in other opportunities. Is there some-
thing here we can improve?’ I would listen without being defensive.”

• “Regardless of their decision, I would immediately start cross-
training. I would pair another engineer with them on framework
maintenance, not as a signal that I am planning for their departure,
but framed as ‘we need to reduce our bus factor here.’ ”

• “If there are fixable issues – compensation, growth opportunities,
scope of work – I would advocate aggressively to address them.”
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• “Long-term, I would implement a policy that no critical system is
owned by a single person, with quarterly bus factor reviews.”

Question 3

Prompt: Your organization just went through a layoff and you lost two of
your six QA engineers. One of them was your identified successor. How do
you rebuild your succession plan?

What a strong answer should cover:

• Immediate triage: coverage gaps, morale, and remaining team capac-
ity

• Revised succession assessment with the remaining team
• Accelerated development for the next best candidate
• Honest communication with the team about the path forward

Example answer:

• “First priority is stabilizing the remaining team. I would hold indi-
vidual 1:1s to address morale, reassign coverage, and be transparent
about the situation.”

• “I would reassess the succession readiness matrix with the four re-
maining engineers. Even if no one is close to ready, I would identify
who has the highest potential and begin an accelerated development
plan.”

• “I would also look at whether some leadership responsibilities can be
distributed rather than concentrated in a single successor – a ‘leader-
ship team’ model instead of a single-successor model.”

• “I would document this experience as a lesson: succession plans
need to be resilient to unexpected departures, which means devel-
oping multiple candidates, not just one.”

Question 4

Prompt: How do you balance developing your successor with the risk that
they might use that development to leave for a better role elsewhere?
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What a strong answer should cover:

• Recognition that development increases retention, not attrition
• The organizational benefit of developing leaders even if some leave
• Practical retention strategies that complement development
• The reputational benefit of being known as a leader who grows peo-
ple

Example answer:

• “The data consistently shows that people leave when they do not see
growth opportunities, not when they do. Developing my successor is
a retention strategy, not a risk.”

• “If I develop someone and they leave for a better opportunity, that
means I produced a leader – which builds my reputation and makes
it easier to attract talent in the future.”

• “Practically, I complement development with honest conversations
about their career goals, advocacy for their compensation and title
progression, and ensuring they feel valued and challenged.”

• “The real risk is not developing anyone and having no successor
when I need one. That is the scenario that actually hurts the orga-
nization.”





CAPSTONE PROJECT: BUILD A
QA TEAM DEVELOPMENT PLAN

Overview

This capstone project synthesizes everything you have learned across Parts
I, II, and III into a comprehensive QA team development plan. This is not
a hypothetical exercise – it should be based on your actual team (or a real-
istic team scenario if you are not currently in a leadership role).
The deliverable is a document that could be presented to engineering

leadership as a strategic plan for QA team growth and development.

Project Structure

Section 1: Team Assessment (Week 1)
Deliverable: A written assessment of the current state of your QA team.

Component What to Include

Team composition Current team members, roles, levels, tenure
Organizational model Centralized, embedded, or hybrid? Is it work-

ing? What should change?
Skills matrix Completed skills assessment for each team

member

continued on next page
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Component What to Include

Bus factor analysis Single points of failure and knowledge concen-
tration risks

Psychological safety score Results of the safety survey
Current challenges Top 3-5 problems the team faces

Section 2: People Development Plan (Week 2)

Deliverable: Individual Development Plans and a team-wide mentor-
ing/coaching plan.

Component What to Include

IDPs Development plan for each team member (or top
3 if the team is large)

Mentoring program design Matching approach, goals, cadence, measure-
ment

Coaching integration How coaching will be incorporated into 1:1s and
team interactions

Feedback practices Specific feedback practices the team will adopt
Succession plan Readiness matrix and development plan for key

successors

Section 3: Strategic QA Plan (Week 3)

Deliverable: A 12-month QA strategy aligned with business objectives.

Component What to Include

Business alignment How QA supports the company’s top 3 priorities
Quality vision What “great quality” looks like in 12 months

continued on next page
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Component What to Include

Strategic pillars 3-5 areas of investment with quarterly actions
Technology radar Tools and techniques to adopt, trial, assess, and

hold
Metrics framework Quality dashboard design with specific metrics

and targets
Resource plan Headcount, budget, and tooling needs

Section 4: Influence and Communication Plan (Week 4)

Deliverable: A plan for building QA’s reputation and influence.

Component What to Include

QA value narrative The compelling story of QA’s business impact
Stakeholder map Key stakeholders, their priorities, and your communi-

cation plan
Quality reporting Monthly report template and distribution plan
Influence initiatives 2-3 specific initiatives to improve quality culture (e.g.,

shift-left, developer testing, code review practices)
Managing up Status update template and cadence for your direct

manager

Section 5: Presentation and Iteration (Week 5)

Deliverable: A presentation deck and a feedback-driven revision.
1. Synthesize sections 1-4 into a 15-minute presentation.
2. Present to your manager, a peer, or a study group.
3. Collect feedback using a structured form: What was clear? What
was confusing? What was missing? What would you change?

4. Revise the plan based on feedback.
5. Finalize and begin implementation.
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Evaluation Criteria

Whether you are self-assessing or having someone else review your plan,
evaluate against these criteria:

Criterion What It Means

Grounded in reality Based on real data and honest assessment, not
aspirational fiction

Actionable Specific actions with owners, timelines, and mea-
surable outcomes

Aligned with business Clearly connected to what the organization cares
about

People-centered Invests in individuals’ growth, not just processes
and tools

Sustainable Achievable with available resources; does not
require heroic effort

Measurable Includes specific metrics that will show whether
the plan is working
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Term Definition

Blameless Post-
Mortem

A structured review of an incident that focuses on pro-
cess and systemic causes rather than individual blame,
designed to promote learning and prevent recurrence

Bus Factor The number of people on a team who would need to
be unavailable (hit by a bus) before the team can no
longer function. A bus factor of 1 is a critical risk.

Career Ladder A formalized framework defining the levels, expecta-
tions, and progression criteria for roles within an orga-
nization, enabling transparent career advancement

Coaching A structured conversation technique that helps some-
one think through a problem, identify options, and
commit to action, primarily through asking questions
rather than giving answers

COIN Framework A structure for framing requests to leadership: Context,
Observation, Impact, Next Step

Cross-Training The practice of teaching team members skills outside
their primary area of responsibility to reduce single
points of failure and increase team resilience

Escaped Defect A bug that was not caught during testing and reached
production, where it was discovered by users or moni-
toring systems

continued on next page
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Term Definition

GROW Model A coaching framework with four stages: Goal (what
do you want?), Reality (where are you now?), Options
(what could you do?), Will (what will you do?)

Hybrid QA Model An organizational structure where a small centralized
QA team sets standards and builds tooling while most
QA engineers are embedded in product teams

Individual Develop-
ment Plan (IDP)

A documented plan that outlines an employee’s devel-
opment goals, learning activities, practice opportuni-
ties, and timeline for skill growth

Influence Map A visual tool for identifying stakeholders, their stances
toward a proposed change, their level of influence, and
strategies for gaining their support

Knowledge Transfer The systematic process of sharing and documenting
domain knowledge, processes, and context so that it is
accessible to others and survives personnel changes

Mentoring A long-term relationship where an experienced person
(mentor) guides a less experienced person (mentee) in
their professional development through advice, feed-
back, and support

Psychological Safety The shared belief that a team is safe for interpersonal
risk-taking – that members can speak up, make mis-
takes, and ask questions without fear of punishment or
humiliation

QA Guild A cross-team community of practice where QA engi-
neers meet regularly to share knowledge, align on
standards, and support each other, commonly used
in embedded QA models

QA-to-Developer
Ratio

The proportion of QA engineers to developers on a
team or in an organization, used as a rough guide for
QA capacity planning

Quality Dashboard A real-time or periodic display of key quality metrics
(escaped defects, test coverage, automation ROI, etc.)
used to make quality status visible to stakeholders

continued on next page
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Term Definition

Radical Candor A feedback framework developed by Kim Scott that
combines caring personally with challenging directly,
avoiding the pitfalls of ruinous empathy or obnoxious
aggression

SBI Model A feedback structure: Situation (when/where), Behav-
ior (what the person did), Impact (the result). Often
extended to SBI-I, adding Intent (understanding the
person’s reasoning).

Skills Matrix A grid that maps required skills against team members’
proficiency levels, used for assessment, development
planning, and identifying team capability gaps

SMART Goals Goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Rele-
vant, and Time-bound

Stretch Assignment A task or project that is beyond someone’s current ca-
pability level, designed to accelerate development by
forcing new learning in a supported environment

Succession Planning The process of identifying and developing potential
future leaders or key role holders to ensure continuity
when current holders move on

T-Shaped Engineer A professional with broad knowledge across many ar-
eas (the horizontal bar) combined with deep expertise
in one or two areas (the vertical bar)

Technology Radar A visualization that categorizes tools and techniques
into four rings – Adopt, Trial, Assess, Hold – to guide
technology decisions and communicate strategy

Three-Track Model A career ladder design that provides three parallel
advancement paths: Individual Contributor, Manage-
ment, and Specialist, each with equivalent levels and
compensation
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• Book 14: API Testing Fundamentals: Postman to Pytest
• Book 15: SQL and Database Testing: Query Your Way to Quality
• Book 16: CI/CD Pipelines: From Commit to Confidence
• Book 17: Git and Version Control: Beyond Push and Pull
• Book 18: Test Management Tools: Making Quality Visible
• Book 19: Linux and Command Line: Your Production Survival Kit

Professional Skills (Books 20–26)

• Book 20: Agile and Scrum for QA: Quality in Every Sprint
• Book 21: Communication and Stakeholder Management for QA:
Influence Without Authority

• Book 22: Test Strategy and Quality Metrics: Measuring What Mat-
ters

• Book 23: QA Leadership and Mentoring: Multiplying Your Impact
• Book 24: Technical Writing for QA: Documents That Drive Action
• Book 25: Interview Preparation and Career Strategy: Land the Job
• Book 26: Testing Like a Senior: Patterns & Anti-Patterns Across Soft-
ware QA Career Levels

Visit https://modernQAcourse.com for the full course catalog, updates,
and companion resources.
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Stuck on a Real Problem?

The full course behind this series is free to read at https://modernQAcourse.com
— and it stays free.
When a chapter meets the real world and something breaks, post it on

the Help Board at https://modernQAcourse.com. Asking is free, and ex-
perienced practitioners answer right in the thread. Need hands-on help?
Book a 1:1 screen-share session with a QA expert.
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