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Your Issues and ObjectivesYour Issues and Objectives

 .
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ObjectivesObjectives

Describe why so many user story 
acceptance tests fail as tests

Practice writing acceptance criteria/ 
tests to truly demonstrate their user 

stories have been met
Go beyond the superficials of Given-
When-Then format to address key 

test content/techniques
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Special Info about this SessionSpecial Info about this Session
 User stories’ and their acceptance tests’ very 

simplicity can create all sorts of complexities that trip 
up project teams, often without anyone realizing 
what actually is happening or why. 

 In this very interactive true workshop, participants 
do the bulk of the work, actively identifying, writing, 
and evaluating user story acceptance tests’ content 
and format.

It’s a risky presentation approach. Are you willing?
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Requirements in Agile Generally Are Requirements in Agile Generally Are 
Considered to Be User Stories Considered to Be User Stories 

As a <type of user> 

I <want/can/am able to/need to/etc.> 

so that <some reason>

Mike Cohn
“User Stories, Epics and Themes”
http://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/blog/stories-epics-and-themes
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Exercise 1:  Exercise 1:  User StoryUser Story

Your team is assisting SQGNE to improve its 
performance. Working together in a group, quickly 
write a user story for SQGNE’s main requirement. 

As a .  
I want .
so that .
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User story acceptance tests 
can be no better than their user 
stories, which too often are 
inappropriate/inadequate. 
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User Stories Actually Are a Bit MoreUser Stories Actually Are a Bit More

 Card  
– As a <role> 

– I want <something> 

– So that <benefit>

 Conversation

 Confirmation 
– User story acceptance criteria, tests

“Placeholder, reminder for a conversation”

Working code
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User Story Acceptance User Story Acceptance CriteriaCriteria
 How to tell whether story has been implemented 

adequately

 Translates directly into executable tests

 Often expressed in format:
– Given, pre-conditions that must be present before 

test can start

– When, inputs and/or actions

– Then, expected results

Note:  User story acceptance tests are executable instances that 
demonstrate criteria have been met, criterion vs. test often not distinct

Write Right Agile User Story Acceptance Tests Right- 10©2019 GO PRO MANAGEMENT, INC.

Exercise Exercise 2:  2:  Write Acceptance Write Acceptance CriteriaCriteria

Working together in your group, quickly write the 
three most important acceptance criteria for the 
user story:

As a .
I want  .
So that . 
Given When Then

1.
2.  
3.   .



Write Right Agile User Story Acceptance Tests Right- 11©2019 GO PRO MANAGEMENT, INC.

Acceptance Test Driven Acceptance Test Driven 
Development (ATDD) Per Ken PughDevelopment (ATDD) Per Ken Pugh

 Emphasizes  Requestor/Developer/Tester triad
– Defines thorough “single version of truth” set of User 

Story Acceptance Tests of functionality prior to coding

– For every business rule and use case scenario to 
implement each user story as it is worked on

– Drives test-first unit tests too

– The tests constitute a precise requirements definition

Passing all User Story Acceptance Tests necessary but  
not sufficient to ensure system meets customer needs
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Requirements Drive Both Requirements Drive Both 
Development and TestingDevelopment and Testing

Requirements

Developers’
Understanding

Testers’
Understanding

Same?

Yes Corrob-
oration

No

Developer
Wrong

Tester
Wrong

Both
Wrong

What happens when 
there are   no 
requirements?
Approximation 
vs. mere guess
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When Requirements Are Left When Requirements Are Left Out:  Out:  
What’s What’s the Impact?the Impact?

Product Owner’s
Developers’

Testers’
Understanding

Same?

Yes

No

Corrob-
oration

Assume
All Right

Developer
Tester
Wrong

Both
Wrong

Only 
Tests
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Swimming at J.P. McCaskey HighSwimming at J.P. McCaskey High

 Built during Depression
– Swimming pool!!!

 Serves entire city
– Diverse hygiene

 Shower, inspection 
(acceptance tests)
– Hands and inner wrist

– Back of neck
Tests = Requirements?
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 Adequacy of User Story Acceptance Criteria
– Too easily just “See if it is correct”

– Overlooks important criteria not readily apparent  
from user story, especially

– Integrations/interfaces and quality factors

 Adequacy of User Story Acceptance Tests
– Missing scenarios, missing risk conditions

– Not applying proven test design techniques

– Redundant, non-value-adding insensitive tests

– Poor/no risk analysis prioritization

Tests Help Define Requirements, but ..Tests Help Define Requirements, but ..
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Common Guidance on Defining User Common Guidance on Defining User 
Story Acceptance Criteria Story Acceptance Criteria 
 Some say they are to add detail to the user 

story’s requirement

 Others say they are the way to define non-
functional requirements related to the user story

Primarily, must describe how to demonstrate 
objectively that the user story has been satisfied

NO!

Concrete examples--can help clarify 
but are not sufficient or thorough
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User story acceptance tests 
too often are inadequate 
substitutes for user story/ 
requirements added content. 
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Exercise Exercise 3:  3:  Write Acceptance Write Acceptance Criteria AgainCriteria Again

Working together in your group, quickly write the 
three most important acceptance criteria for the 
user story:

As a .
I want  .
So that . 
Given When Then

1.
2.  
3.   .

What’s different?  Is it important?
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Exercise Exercise 4:  4:  Write Acceptance Write Acceptance TestsTests

Working together in your group, quickly write the 
three most important acceptance tests for the user 
story acceptance criterion:

Given When Then

1.
2.  
3.   .

Are you applying proven test design techniques?  So what?
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Issues Writing Tests for User Story Issues Writing Tests for User Story 
Acceptance CriteriaAcceptance Criteria
 Executable instances that demonstrate criterion is met

 Often not distinguishable from criteria

 Missed and unclear user story acceptance criteria

 Weak and missed tests, too much assumed

 How many tests really needed?
– Valid, positive

– Invalid, negative    at least….

 Are they reviewed and refined?

What must we demonstrate to be confident it works?
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Lessons Learned?Lessons Learned?
 . 

Was this understandable? Helpful?
I truly welcome your feedback, now or by email
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ObjectivesObjectives

Describe why so many user story 
acceptance tests fail as tests

Practice writing acceptance criteria/ 
tests to truly demonstrate their user 

stories have been met
Go beyond the superficials of Given-
When-Then format to address key 

test content/techniques
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Go Pro Management, Inc. Seminars/Consulting--Relation to Life Cycle

Proactive Systems/Software Quality Assurance (SQA)™

Feasibility
Analysis Systems

Analysis System
Design

Develop-
ment Implement-

ation Operations
Maintenance

Proactive Testing:
Risk-Based Test Planning,
Design, and Management

Testing Early in the Life Cycle

Credibly Managing Projects and Processes with Metrics

21 Ways to Test Requirements

Making You a Leader

Managing Software Acquisition and Outsourcing:
> Purchasing Software and Services
> Controlling an Existing Vendor’s Performance

Proactive User Acceptance Testing
Reusable Test Designs

Test Estimation

Risk
Analysis

Defining and Managing 
Business Requirements

Writing Right Agile User Story and 
Acceptance Test Requirements Right

System Measurement       Test Process ManagementROI
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Robin F. Goldsmith, JDRobin F. Goldsmith, JD
robin@gopromanagement.comrobin@gopromanagement.com www.gopromanagment.comwww.gopromanagment.com

 President of Go Pro Management, Inc. consultancy since 1982, working directly with and training professionals in 
business engineering, requirements analysis, software acquisition, project management, quality and testing.

 Partner with ProveIT.net in REAL ROI™ and ROI Value Modeling™.
 Previously a developer, systems programmer/DBA/QA, and project leader with the City of Cleveland, leading 

financial institutions, and a “Big 4” consulting firm.
 Degrees:  Kenyon College, A.B.; Pennsylvania State University, M.S. in Psychology; Suffolk University, J.D.; Boston 

University, LL.M. in Tax Law.
 Published author and frequent speaker at leading professional conferences.
 Formerly International Vice President of the Association for Systems Management and Executive Editor of the 

Journal of Systems Management.
 Founding Chairman of the New England Center for Organizational Effectiveness.
 Member of the Boston SPIN and SEPG’95 Planning and Program Committees.
 Attendee Networking Coordinator for STAR, Better Software, and Test Automation Conferences.
 Chair of record-setting attendance BOSCON 2000 and 2001, ASQ Boston Section‘s Annual Quality Conferences.
 Member IEEE Std. 829-2008 for Software Test Documentation Standard Revision Working Group.
 Member IEEE P730-2014 standard for Software Quality Assurance Revision Working Group.
 International Institute of Business Analysis (IIBA) Business Analysis Body of Knowledge (BABOKv2) subject expert.
 TechTarget SearchSoftwareQuality.com requirements and testing expert.
 Admitted to the Massachusetts Bar and licensed to practice law in Massachusetts.
 Author of book:  Discovering REAL Business Requirements for Software Project Success
 Author of forthcoming book:  Cut Creep— Write Right Agile User Story and Acceptance Test Requirements 

Right


