
In the 60s and70s SwedenΩs best ice hockey goalkeeper was Leif άHonkenέ 
Holmqvist.
He played when Soviet Union dominated, so many pucks went into goal, but he also 
did a lot of saves and was extremely popular.
He used to say άthe posts are my best friendsέ, which I have carried with me all my 
life.
The saying indicates itΩs about luck, but thereΩs much more than good fortune to it.

ItΩs the same with testers; you and your colleagues stumble on important things, and 
onemight saythat goodtesters often arelucky.
But itΩs not only luck, and thatΩs what we will investigate in this presentation about 
serendipity.
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I hada happy childhood, pure luck!
I hadgreatfriends, whereI still hang aroundwith severalof them.
I studiedPhilosophyat the University, without knowingthe enormousbenefit of the 
critical thinkingskillsit gave.
I wantedto be a software developer, but grabbedan opportunityto start as a tester, 
and never lookedback.
I met my partner whenI stoppedlookingfor one, and we havethree wonderful
children, I haveno cluehow they becamethatΧ

A lot of thingsin life happensby chance, and my best trick is to createa lot of
opportunitiesto get lucky.
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Serendipityhappenswhenyoulook for something, but find somethingelse, that is 
valuable.
It has beenvotedas oneof the mostdifficult wordsto translate, whichcanbe seen
on this list.
Estonian is last on the list and make a good effort, but they havenΩt reached the top 
in ice hockey either.

The most famousserendipityexampleis whenFlemingΩsexperiment wasa disaster, 
but whenhe lookedcarefullyat the distortedresults, hediscoveredpenicillin.
Hehadan observant mind, so hecouldnoticethat the bad experiment hadresults
worth lookingdeepinto, and heknewenoughaboutthe subject, so hecould
understand that the resultswere important.
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²Ŝ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜǎǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ. Testing is in the sampling business.
Butas we test, we can be observant and notice more than we are looking for.
We canperform many, many rich tests in order to find more valuable information 
about the software.

We also want to change sampling strategy as we learn more,in order to learn even 
more.
[ŜǘΩǎ enlargethis imageso I canexplainmore.
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Thisis a brown potato. It is my simplifiedviewon what software is for an investigatingtester.

The squaresymbolizesthe features and bugsyouwill find with test casesstemmingfrom 
requirements/userstoriesetc. (that canΩt and shouldnΩt be complete)

The bluearea is everypossibleusage, includingthingsthat maybeevenno customerswouldconsider
a problem. Thisareais probablyinfinite, if we includethe usersΩ data, environment, their needs, 
different kind of sequencesetc.

Butwe arelucky, not everythingis important. So the brown area,the potato, is what is important, 
there lies thoseproblems youΩd want to find and fix.

ThereΩswherewe want to do mostof our tests.

Nowif we do veryexacttesting, hitting onepixelat the time, we will find somestuff, surely.

But if we addserendipityto the mix, my theory is that we will seemore than onepixel at the time.

Wewill be lucky, moreoften.

But this is not easy, thankGod!

Testers need to learn a lot from many different sources, combine things, look at many places, think 
critically and design tests (in advance or on-the-fly) that will cover the important areas.

Yes, somepart is luck, but there is a largeportion of hard work, and a lot of testing-wisenessas well.

Andmy mainpoint in thispresentation is that serendipityis workingto our advantage, we needto 
useit.



One part of serendipity opportunities liesin preparations. We know what computers 
we are using and which test data that is involved, and there are many ways to 
change these to make better chances for serendipitous findings.

One method for this I call the έError-ProneMachineέ. On purpose, I donΩt usethe 
same settingsas everyoneelse. Sincethe developershaveEnglish or Swedish 
settings, I useGerman or JapaneseRegional Settings, so I havedifferent date and 
decimal formats.
I havechangedmy temp folder, I havethe task bar to the left of the screen, a friend
of minehavenever everinstalledinto the default location.
I usehighDPI, and of coursemake sure to show script errorsin the browser.
ThesechangesdonΩt find problems often, but whenthey do, I get them for free.

I alsooften usethe έBackgroundComplexityHeuristicέ, whereI usemorecomplex
data thannecessary. So if I would test the searchfunctionalityin Word, manytests 
couldbe performedwith a few sentencesin the document. I wouldoften prefer to 
havea verycomplexdocument, maybewith 200 pages, images, footnotes, 
formatting etcetera. Thiscomplexityis not needed, but it increasesmy chancesof
serendipity.

I guessyouhaveor cancome up with goodpreparations that make your tests a bit 
richer.
Manypreparations just haveto be doneonce, so itΩsoften a well worth investment.
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Testing is about findingnew information,so to run the same tests over and over againis a safe
strategyto be blind for new and important things.
Ofcourse, sometimeswe want to do this, for instancecertainregression tests that we want to know
work everyday.
But if youwant to increaseyourcoverageyoushoulddo new tests, or at leastnew variations. It might
be to usekeyboard insteadof mouse, it might be to do thingsin different order, it might be to use
new kinds of data as often as possible.

Youcanalsovaryhow youlook at your testingand the results. Youcanlook at manyplaces, on 
screen, in database, in code, in log files, after export etc.
The carefulobservation is a key, if weŘƻƴΩǘlook with a curiousmind, weǿƻƴΩǘseestuff.

The Do One More Thing Heuristic is used after you have completed any test. Additionally do 
something error-prone, something popular ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŘƻΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΤ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻ 
something, and see what happens. It could be to copy data and paste in an e-mail, it could be to press 
F1 to read the Help, it might be do another action that you feel is worth trying. This is a way to add 
more complexity, and it is not for free, but almost.

James Bach has a lot of material on Galumphing, to do thingsin over-elaboratedways. Thisis not only
becauseit is fun, it is becausethe variations will helpyoudiscoverthingsaboutwhat youaretesting. 
My mostvividexamplewasa dialog that wouldcrashwhenyouclickedCancel, but only if youfirst
hadmovedthe dialog box. It wasnot somethingI did on purpose, I ŘƛŘƴΩǘthinkέmaybethere will be a 
crashon cancelif I first moveǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭƻƎΚέ bƻΣ ƛǘ wasa serendipitousfindingbecauseI uncounsciously
addedvariations by doingthingsI ŘƛŘƴΩǘhaveto.

My favorite testinglessoncomesfrom the bookLessonsLearnedin Software Testing, ƛǘΩǎnumber
283:
έIt is better to test pretty well in many ways, than perfect in one or two.έ
Thisis becauseimportant thingsoften aremissedbecauseyoulookedat the software with too few
approaches.
Youshouldvaryhow youtest, so if youdo mostlyfree-form exploratorytesting, maybespecification-
basedtests is yournextbest step.
Thisgoes back to the potato, weŘƻƴΩǘwant to look at just a small part of the potato, we want to 
learnmoreand moreabout it over time.
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NowletΩs look at someexamplesof serendipityin testing.

WhenI taughttestingtoolsat a school, I showedthem the XenuLink Checker. I used
their schoolΩsweb site as live example, as I like to test new things, to make it more
for real (alsofor myself.)
As I browsedthe list of results, especiallylookingat the έredέ, broken links, a student 
said:
έWait a minute, what is that?έ
So I stopped, and scrolledback on hisrequest.

And what we lookedat wasgreen, valid links, but they linkedto escortistanbuland 
similar.
Not veryappropriatefor a school, right?
Thsiis serendipity!
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My second examplehappenedwhenwe testedan applicationfor fire departments
and fire risk in Sweden. TherewerestrangeresultsnearUppsala, and by visualizing
the wholeunderlyingdatabasewe couldseethat therewereholesin the data for 
somemunicipalities. Butof coursewe lookedsomemoreat the data visually, and by 
doingsomefiltering, we noticedthat there wereunexpectedpatternsall over 
Sweden. The risk of fireswerearrangedaccordingto a square-like net that youcan
seein the image, not at all emulatingreality. Big risk of fire canΩt be arrangedin this
pattern, so we knewit waswrong, but not why.
All the underlyingdata hadto be rebuilt.
ItΩsserendipity!
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Quiteoften I openanyfile in a text editor, itΩs the NotepadHeuristic. Evenif it is a 
binaryfile, youcanseeinterestingstuff, for examplethat a file createdas a .bmp
actuallywasa .png.
Nowand then I look at log filesfor no particularreason, just to seeif something
interestingshows up.

Another recent story is whenI did performancetests, and the guy with admin
control thought the server hadlost control and took it down.
Thiswasa verygoodthing, becausethen we couldseethat the legal tracability
wouldcontinuewhenrestarted.
And it worked! Butwhenlookingcarefullyat the data logged, the timestampwas
sendingtime, not viewingtime, whichis verywrongin thiscontext.
I wishI couldpromisethat this wouldhavebeencoveredanyway, but serendipity
mademe not havingto find out.

A pattern I seein my testingis that I performmanytests fast, with different kinds of
data.
I never write out the detailsin advance, and I look for manythingsat once. It might
seemunstructured(well, evento meΧ)
But I learna lot aboutthe software, and I canwrite test ideasafterwards. 
I setup situations whereserendipitycanwork to my advantage.
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Serendipityis not somethingyouέdoέ, it issomethingthat happens.
Onewayto make that happenmoreoften is to havemanyongoingtest ideasfor 
yourproduct, thingsthat youdonΩt needto think about, but whena violationoccurs, 
youwill notice.
Spelling errorsis a typicalexample, and manyotherscanbe foundby elaboratingon 
qualitycharacteristics.
Thingswe knowalwaysmatter canbe testedalmostfor free, and this will make your
testingricher.
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This long list is free to download,just google άSoftware Quality Characteristicsέ.

It is a thorough extension in the same spirit as JamesBachΩs Quality Criteria in the Heuristic Test 
Strategy Model.

If you figure out what Reliability and Usability really means in your situation, you can spot problems 
with that, regardless of what you are testing.

If you knowyour Charisma, you can spot a violation in a corner that few others will examine.

All of these characteristics have more details to them, and they mean different things for each unique 
product.

Find out the άhowsέ of your product, and you will get more serendipity in your daily testing.



Daniel Liestmanwrote an article about serendipitous findings for libraryresearch, which has 
been very helpful for my material.
A key point he makes is άwho wants to admit they found it by chance?έ
This is valid for testers as well, and I think it is the reason why serendipity isnΩt more widely 
talked about and accepted.
ThatΩs why most testing techniques comes from computer books, thatΩs why we often create 
a lot of seemingly impressive documentation.
ItΩs not easy to say άwell, we learn as much as possible, so when we see the software in 
action, we will stumble on the most important things.έ

But if we donΩt talk about it, we wonΩt get better at it.
If this helps us why should we hide it?

Liestmantalks about perseverance,a tester that also does hard and boring work will have 
greaterchances of serendipity.
Testing is fun, but not always, and the perseverance is needed to do many tests, also the 
boring ones, and eventually good things will happen (otherwise we might have a faulty test 
strategy?)

Altamirageisa rarely used word about your hidden heuristics and invisible skills. I see it as a 
part of testingΩs tacit knowledge, things we know how to do, but canΩt really explain. For 
examplewhen wedecide to continue the testing, but from another angle. We get new ideas 
as we see the software in action, and this grows from experience, but also from interacting 
with other testers,and discussing what you do.

ItΩs also about sagacity,the ability to make good decisions. The more you know, the better 
chances you have for this.Connect observations and experience,for instance when we 
noticean odd behavior we want to pursue. 

Surroundingall of this is an understandingaboutwhat is important.
And sayingέlearna lot!έ is quite fluffy, so letΩsgivethis somemoreflesh.
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