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The green letters 

stood out didnôt 

they? See ïitôs 

already working



What am I talking about? 

Color coding theory is a method of test creation 

which aims at giving value by shaping, finding 

relevance and organizing tests based on over 

arching and broad testing concepts. 

By categorizing tests at a high level, test 
concepts designated by color, we can quickly 
and easily focus our aim and maximize reliable 
test coverage in a collaborative method to 
expose risks in the test plan. 



There are more possible tests then particles 

of matter in the known Universe

Professor Edsger Dijkstra was reported as saying, 

ñprogram testing may convincingly demonstrate the presence of bugs, but can never 
demonstrate their absence."[1]

Even the smallest and limited piece of software we know that the testing possibilities 
are quite unfathomable. Certainly many more tests exist on even a small piece of 
code then there are particles of matter in the known Universe. 

As much as we may wish to try, itôs absolutely impossible to test everything.  Iôll take 
a risk and speak for most of us by saying we could find a better and more focused 
way of spending our day then attempting the impossible. 

So what do we do? We want to have that warm and fuzzy feeling in our bellies that 
tells us we did our due diligence. 

How do we get there? 

[1] EWD1036: On the Cruelty of really teaching computing science. Professor  Edsger Dijkstra; Department of Computer Sciences, University of 

Texas at Austin. December 2nd 1988

http://www.cs.utexas.edu/users/EWD/transcriptions/EWD10xx/EWD1036.html

http://www.cs.utexas.edu/users/EWD/transcriptions/EWD10xx/EWD1036.html
http://www.cs.utexas.edu/users/EWD/transcriptions/EWD10xx/EWD1036.html


Lets look around us for an answer

Popular culture uses color coding to show good vs. evil 

Blue signifies a hero 

Green signifies a little hero 

Red signifies a vilian

Purple = Samuel L. Jackson



Even fake militaries use color 

coding. Take Star Trek for example

Command and 
Helm personnel 
wear gold shirts, 

Star Trek uses color to 

distinguish the department 

colors: 

Engineering and 

security personnel 

wear red

Science and 

Medical personnel 

wear blue



How we break down our 

information counts 

Examining the 

United States 

broken down by 

the states won 

by the 

Democrats vs. 

Republicans, 

shows us one 

view of the 

results 



Viewing the same color coded data 

in a different format, our view can 

look different. 
Examining 

the United 

States broken 

down by the 

Counties won 

by the 

Democrats 

vs. the 

Republicans, 

shows us 

another view 

of the results



Lets get back to your question of

ñHow do we get there?ò

One response, among many, is that we must be smarter than the 
construct. 

We must priorities our efforts with help from others, i.e., product 
champions, managers, and developers, etc, to streamline our 
testing. 

The main road our color coding theory dances down is the road of 
open communication (corny, I know; albeit true). 

When we first sit down and begin to organize our thoughts, it would 
be wonderful to already have an agreed upon grouping of tests, or a 
test bank of sorts from which we could pick and choose from to best 
design our first draft of our test plan. 



Creating a test bank

When a phenomenal testing notion strikes us, the most constructive 
thing I know to do is to catalog it. Save it. Keep it safe for when we 
need it down the road. 

However if we are rolling along with this test catalog analogy, we 
need to take another step and categorize our test ideas. 

If we open a computer hardware catalog for example, within the first 
few pages we should find some sort of glossary: Monitors: pg. 4-6, 
Memory: pg. 7-9 etc. What they have done is grouped specific 
objects within larger constructs. This is something we can and 
should do within testing. 

We can group tests based on larger constructs. With this mindset in 
place we can easily locate just the right test for our product. 



Test Case Catalog 



What has Robert Sabourin done for 

us lately? 
Robert has helped us here. He has come up 
with some overarching categories which we can 
use to organize our test plan. Whatôs more, he 
has color coded them. 

Why is this important? It does a few things ïit 
helps us quickly identify if we are lacking 
coverage in a certain area very quickly. 

It also helps us change mindsets more easily 
when creating tests. 



Our color key exposed

Å Capabilities: Green: (Often the beginning tests) Does the app do 
what itôs supposed to do. 

Å Failure Modes: Red: (ñWhat ifò questions) Challenge the expected 
outcome.  

Å Inputs/outcomes: Purple: (Boundaries tests) push the limits on all 
input fields with string lengths (min/max)

Å White box testing White: Reviewing design code and data 
schemas. Exercising the decisions and paths through the program.

Å Quality Factors: Yellow: Performance, scalability, usability  

Å Usage Scenarios: Blue: Extremely high value tests: Ask not what 
the app does for the user, but what the user does for the app. View 
these from the perspective of the specific users. Can the user do 
their job with the application? 

Å Creative Testing: Gold: Soap opera testing. Do what the user 
would normally do, but much more dramatically.  What if the user 
goes through things in the wrong order? 



Overlap? 

Now you may have noticed that there are 

many tests that could overlap and touch 

more than one category. To this I say 

bravo to you for noticing. 

Often the most valuable tests are those 

that dip into many categories. 



So far so good ïwe now have a bank of 

tests or a test catalog from which we can 

shop from. Letôs pick one from each 

category:



- Buttons -




