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Goals

The assessment is directed toward the following areas of an automation effort –

· Architecture

· Performance to-date

· Planned performance

· Perceptions

· Tools

· Team

The assessment should be performed on automation projects or efforts that are perceived to be in trouble. It is intended as a data gathering tool for you to assess where you are, and much more importantly, to drive your improvement efforts to where you want and need to be. The approach can also be applied to a new automation effort, to check and see if you’re created the right focus up front. In either case, the principles remain pretty much the same.
Architecture

· Can you re-articulate the existing architecture for the automation effort? Providing details on architecture, standards & conventions, abstraction layers between infrastructural components and general automation components. All at a high to low level?
· What about supporting or infrastructural types of issues? For example – test setup scripts, automation environment setup, runtime statistics gathering and reporting.
· A key component of a good architecture is its extensibility. Is extensibility or change planned for? In what ways? How does the architecture handle new versions of the tool? Is there a history of new version introductions? And if so, what were the impacts to the environment and architecture?

· Documentation of the architecture is important to understanding it and training resources in the use of the automation environment. Does good documentation exist? Has it been used for training and usage? If so, what are some of the results and comments from the team? 
· Many architectures are composed of a variety of purchased and internally generated tools that are integrated into an operational whole. Each of these components have their own nuances, while the integration points are important as well, to the overall architecture. You should be able to articulate each component, integration points and why the architecture was built with each component and integrated the way it was. 
Performance To-Date

· Gather historical schedule performance data. What were the plans and what were the actual completion to those plans? Typically, schedules iterate quite a bit over time, so there may be many sample points. Try to capture the “essence” of the planned commitment and the actual performance.
· There are usually higher level program objectives that drive the automation schedule, for example product development schedules, milestones and deliverables. It is conceivable that you could miss some internal automation milestones and still fully support the higher level project schedule and plans. How did you support higher level objectives? Provide historical schedule details, iteratively if necessary. Was automation ever in the critical path? Why and to what degree. What was or could have been done to change this dynamic?

· At a fine level of granularity, list the key areas of the automation effort that met expectations and those that didn’t. Work within the team to determine root causes for problem areas. For example, development process is usually an area that requires fine-tuning. If you approach it in too lightweight a fashion, then your project planning and other project artifacts may not sufficiently define your approaches. 
Planned Performance

· The first place to start is with existing product direction roadmaps. If your organization performs more formal planning, then you’ll find these readily available. If not, you will have to extrapolate from what you have. From annual reports, hallway conversations, white board presentations, sales presentations, etc. Whatever you can find to “flesh out” a view to the future directions.

· Typically you’ll want to get a full year view from the project perspective. You will want to document this view and qualify it with management to insure that it is connected to their views. (They may even want to use it for themselves (). Then begin defining how automation fits and supports the overall product direction(s).

· What are the supporting automation plans for the year? What are the key project(s) interim milestones and how does automation need to support them?

· Try and mine project goals as well. Are there any key events that you will need to be aware of? For example, customer demos, trade shows, Beta tests, etc. You should factor these into your view. Also look for important internal goals. For example, if the product is getting a new database upgrade or using a new set of GUI 3’rd party components, then you should factor this into your plans and schedules.

· Finally, what are your internal improvement plans for the automation? Are there any updates to your toolset expected? When and how many? Do you have any clean-up activities planned? Think hard, because oft times you need to improve on your automation product evolves.

Perceptions
· You want to try and gather perception data from a wide variety of individuals with different perspectives. Think about varying roles, experience levels and functional responsibilities. For example –
· Sr. Managers, both within your functional area and from others

· Functional managers

· Your specific management structure

· Your team

· Project managers

· Independent observers (particularly any influential developers)

Make a list of the individuals and the questions or points you want to explore with them. You should try and factor in what you know about their role and personality type into your preparation.
· One of the important factors in gathering perception data is crafting your strategy. You should tailor the strategy for each individual. In some cases, you will take a more direct and formal approach, scheduling a meeting and sitting down to explore what they think. In other cases, you will want to be less formal and more subtle in your gathering.
· As a general rule, force yourself not to react to the perceptions, no matter what you hear. Don’t get defensive and certainly don’t try to debate or influence their point of view. Just perform simple data gathering by good listening and capture the salient points. Always, keep in mind that what you getting is their perception. It is neither good nor bad, bit it is.
·  Contractors are a wonderful source of gathering data. They are typically outside of the politics and history, so they usually hold a unique perspective that may be valuable and very close to reality. Whether they are local or off shore, consider tapping into their points of view.
· At the end of gathering perception data from each individual, take some time to interpret the data. Factor in their individual perspective, their personality type, their level of engagement, etc. Try to modify their perceptions based on their point of view to get to the “truth” behind the data. For example, someone who is quiet and introverted may be very subtle in their communications – trying to avoid conflict at all costs. Their council is probably soft, subtle and not totally frank. You should probably amplify and harden their words.

Tools

For each of your tool vendors, analyze the following components –
· Is the feature set still compelling? And does it meet your future requirements? Are there other tools on the market that compete with the vendor? To what level of feature support and compatibility?
· Analyze vendor support levels? How has their responsiveness been? Have you received new version as you expected? 

· Is the vendor still financially viable and competitively sound? Have they gained or lost market share and revenue since you originally purchased the tool? If so, why is that? Is the cost model still competitive?

· Has the tool and vendor improved over time? To what degree?

· Could you change vendors if you needed to? At what cost? Part of the architectural review should include “tool portability” feasibility – strategy – level of effort associated with changing vendors. This analysis should always be part of your assessment data.

If you’re using internally built tools, 

· Why did you choose to build the tools internally? Could you now replace the tools with off the shelf versions of it? What would be the trade-offs associated with doing that – costs, level of effort, features?

· What are the maintenance requirements to support the tool? What are the benefits associated with using the internal tool?  

Team

· Evaluate your team leadership. Do you have sufficient experience? Both from a leadership and from a technical perspective. How successful have they been? Have they had a series if “wins” and do they have a positive attitude? If not, quantify exactly the state of your leadership.
· How about the team. Do you have sufficient resources? With the right level of training and experience? Have you planned for team development over the course of the planning horizon? At the level required by advancing tools and technology?

· How is the morale of the team? Are they challenged, excited and energized? Or overworked and relatively burnt out? 

· Successfully partitioning the work is a key to automation. You shouldn’t create “second class citizens” as a result of your automation development effort. Have you struck the right balance between automation development and automation execution as it relates to roles and task assignments? 

· Have you any critical resources whose loss would be catastrophic? If you do, what are you doing to mitigate the risks associated with these people and their skills?

· If you’re using contract resources, how are they being utilized and are you balancing their impact and core competencies effectively? Are you getting too dependent on them? I like to play out planning scenarios where I plan for the entire loss of contract resources. Should you go through this level of risk planning?
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