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The biggest barrier to 
test automation remains 
the level of maintenance 
required to sustain it. ” 

“ 

 
Introduction 
Software test automation has been available for over a  
quarter of a century, but the practice still has many sceptics 
and the biggest barrier to adoption remains the level of  
maintenance required to sustain it. Achieving just a moderate 
level of automation coverage requires considerable  
investment of budget and resource. With increasing software 
development complexity and more and more IT departments 
taking on an agile approach, traditional test automation has 
become too cumbersome for most to sustain. 
 
But Why is Test Automation so Cumbersome? 
Traditional test automation systems originated in a world that 
moved at a much slower pace, where waterfall developments 
were the only game in town and no-one attempted to tackle 
fast moving, mission-critical applications – they knew that the 
technology simply couldn’t keep up. 
 
These products all get their capabilities from powerful  
scripting languages; something that sounds good in a  
presentation but has become a horror in the real world,  
requiring a cult of high priests, who are highly skilled and paid  
test automation engineers, to communicate with the complex 
and mysterious deity; the test automation tool. 
 
Worse still, the script library took weeks and months to  
develop. This was something that was rationalised as OK  
because you could write the scripts in parallel with code  
development. The truth was somewhat different as the script 
required knowledge of how the developers were naming the 
visual components – something that was neither consistent 
nor predictable. Because of this, the code based tools  
reverted to a ‘record’ mode to establish the initial script, which 
made them only usable once the application was complete.   
This was more practical, but now the automation coding effort 
couldn’t even commence until sections of the code were  
complete and stable.   
 
It got worse. Most of each script that needed to be coded had 
nothing to do with testing the application. The engineers had 
to overcome many challenges before they could even get that 
far – handling unpredictable response times, retrieving  
displayed data needed for validation and establishing  
checkpoints to signify when the application had completed a 
logical step. 
 
But the death knell was what happened when the application 
to be tested changed. Suddenly all these laboriously created 
‘assets’ were worth nothing and would not execute until the 
entire process had been repeated. 
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What happened next ranged from the sane to the almost 
comical. The sane organisations did what came naturally and 
gave up. Others were not to be defeated and threw even more 
expensive resources at the problem, some hiding the failure 
by outsourcing the entire test burden – often to companies 
who did most of the testing manually. All this for an initiative 
which was meant to reduce the need for resources, save time 
and improve quality!  
 
To put this in perspective, industry analysts state that the high 
water mark in automation success is when 20% of an  
application has been automated. This is the high water mark, 
mind you, not the average, 20% is the peak of what you can 
expect after a financial investment measured in hundreds of 
thousands of dollars and an effort investment measured in 
many man years.  
 
The Current Need for Speed 
The way we work has also changed. In the last decade the 
rate of business change has risen beyond anything we could 
have expected. The availability of new technology and the 
strategic advantage that it can potentially provide businesses 
has fuelled this, along with the need to adapt quickly to  
changing market requirements. The recession has arguably 
exasperated the situation. As the fortunes of markets change 
and move with a frighteningly sudden pace, every business 
finds itself needing to achieve more, with static or reduced 
budgets and resources. 
 
Agile development is experiencing increasing popularity in IT 
departments because today's fast-paced business  
environment requires an organisation’s development process 
to be flexible and adaptable to changing needs. The Agile 
model provides frequent delivery, increased customer  
involvement and helps to deal with the problem of rising  
complexity in systems.  However, with all the benefits of a 
more fluid, flexible process, come challenges in how to assure 
the quality and governance of these ever changing,  
applications. 
 
QA teams now have to accept that requirements can often 
change during and after each iteration, depending on the 
feedback from the customer. These changes in requirements 
are consequently reflected in the code and the tests that QA 
teams have to develop, which in turn can lead to a large 
amount of rework and script maintenance. 
 

With all the benefits of a 
more fluid, flexible  
process, come challenges 
in how to assure the  
quality and governance of 
these ever changing  
applications.  ” 

“ 
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How much real  
innovation have we  
had in this [testing]  
discipline that has  
actually stood the test  
of time? I argue that 
we've thrown most of it 
away. ” 

“ 

 
 
With delivery cycles getting shorter, and with security  
concerns and new regulations to manage, applications are 
becoming more like living things; beings that grow and  
mature, morphing from new-born status to an almost  
unrecognisable fully grown adult with all the associated  
trappings and documents that adults tend to collect  
throughout their lives. 
 
How on earth is outdated and cumbersome test automation 
technology supposed to cope with this level of change and 
complexity? It simply can’t. 
 
Still Stuck In The 90’s 
I read an interesting comment by James A. Whittaker in his 
blog post Still Stuck in the 90s 
 
“Don't get me wrong, software testing has been full of  
innovation. We've minted patents and PhD theses. We built 
tools and automated the crud out of certain types of  
interfaces. But those interfaces change and that automation, 
we find to our distress, is rarely reusable. How much  
real innovation have we had in this discipline that has actually 
stood the test of time? I argue that we've thrown most of it 
away. A disposable two decades. It was too tied to the  
application, the domain, the technology. Each project we start 
out basically anew, reinventing the testing wheel over and 
over. Each year's innovation looks much the same as the year 
before. 1990 quickly turns into 2010 and we remain stuck in 
the same old rut.” 
 
HP in a refreshing burst of honesty now state that unless you 
will run a script a minimum of seven times, there will not be 
any payback from automation. That is one heck of a  
statement. Any part of an application that needs to be tested 
at least seven times, suggests an almost static application, 
not one that is subject of active development efforts. This sort 
of automation is fine for regression tests but will not make any 
impact on current QA bottlenecks. The need is for a solution 
that is faster, lighter and better able to respond to dynamic 
application developments. 
 
In short, the modern business with all its need for speed and 
agility just has no place left for these types of solutions,  
regardless of how much organisations have already invested 
in them, and regardless of how much resource is tied up in 
trying to maintain them. The need for change is now. 

http://www.testingreflections.com/node/view/8474�


five Original Software 

By freeing automation 
from the burden of a 
script based on code, we 
can begin to imagine a 
solution that could be 
used by subject matter 
experts and not limited to 
frustrated developers, a 
solution that could adapt 
to changes in the  
application under test.  ” 

“

 
 
“The Rate of Obsolescence Outpaces The Pace 
Of Change.”¹ 
So says Ray Wang, Industry analyst and the author of the 
popular enterprise software blog “A Software Insider’s Point of 
View”  
 
He’s right. Technology changes too quickly for any one  
company to stay on top of it. New software is released so 
regularly that it is already out of date by the time it is launched 
– consider the frequency of SAP or even Microsoft updates, 
keeping on top of these pose a real headache to most IT  
departments. We’ve got to a state where traditional testing 
processes and tools are too cumbersome and development is 
pulling away. Testing becomes the bottleneck. We don’t need 
test assets which have cost companies thousands of dollars 
and man-hours to develop. What the business needs now is 
test assets that are quick and easy to develop, that can be  
re-used or adapted easily, or can be discarded without a  
second thought. 
 
So Why Throw Such Perfection Away? 
Now it would be foolish to dispose of the entire concept purely 
based on what came before. We need to recalibrate our  
expectations and remind ourselves of excellent potential 
benefits from test automation, if only the capabilities were  
delivered in a form usable by all. 
 
The ability of any automation technology to adapt to changes 
in the underlying application will always have some limitations.   
Is it reasonable to expect that a test script created for a legacy 
mainframe application to still be valid on the replacement .Net 
WPF architecture? Can you expect the test scripts created for 
the English version of your web site to be applicable to the 
newly developed Japanese version? 
 
By freeing automation from the burden of a script based on 
code, we can begin to imagine a solution that could be used 
by subject matter experts and not limited to frustrated  
developers, a solution that could adapt to changes in the  
application under test, an intelligent solution that inherently 
understood the application under test, removing the need to 
develop logic in addition to the validation itself. 
 
The exciting thing is that modern automation goes a  
surprisingly long way towards addressing these needs. But do 
not let that optimistic outlook hide the core issue – at some 
point the application, environment or business will change in 
such a fundamental way that the existing test assets have 
little or no value. ¹  From: http://www.altimetergroup.net/ 
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If that loss represents an investment in intellectual property, 
resource and time at a level so large that there is no appetite 
to redevelop those assets for the version of the application, 
then automation will have failed. Thus we arrive at the acid 
test – if it is deemed easier to return to a manual test  
approach, then automation has failed and deserves to be 
thrown away.   
 
Summary 
Test automation has failed to date simply because we could 
not afford to throw it away. Creating any form of automation 
takes effort and time, when the application under test changes 
and the automation ceases to work you are faced with a stark 
choice – either maintain it at additional effort and time or 
abandon it. If you abandon it you are also writing off the effort 
and time you invested in creating it, thus bringing the whole 
concept into question. 
 
The reality is that you have to be in a position to throw away 
the automation you have created, as sooner or later the  
application will change in such a way that no amount of  
automatic healing can tackle. So by definition, the creation of 
the automation must have been so fast and painless and the 
investment minimal, that you can afford, both financially and 
emotionally, to throw it away. 
 
Think about your own test assets. Can you even estimate the 
cost in time and effort in building them? How constricted are 
you by that investment? Can you hand on heart claim that you 
don’t grimace every time you have to throw them away? 

Think about your own 
test assets. Can you 
even estimate the cost in 
time and effort in building 
them? How constricted 
are you by that  
investment?  ” 

“
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