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Examples of
Product Coverage Outlines

(according to the Rapid Software Testing 
methodology)

PCO Examples - 1

What is a PCO?

A product coverage outline is a detailed, working reference used to 
answer questions about coverage and its scope, such as:

• What could we test?
• What should we test?
• What are we testing?
• What did we test?
• What did we NOT test?
• What have we not tested yet?

It may be in plain text or in mindmap form. It may even be a 
diagram, or a set of Post-Its.
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What is on a PCO?
• The short answer is “product factors that could matter”.
• A product factor is something about the product that you might wish to cover in 

some test; something that you could examine during a test; or something that 
could influence the outcome of a test.

• Put these factors on the PCO especially if there is some chance you would otherwise 
forget or neglect them.

• Factors include things users see, and things they don’t see;
• what the product is and what it’s made of; its components;
• what the product does; 
• the data it processes; 
• the interfaces that it provides or uses; 
• platform elements; and even 
• kinds of things users might do with the product; and 
• relationships between the product and time.

• See the Product Factors section of the Heuristic Test Strategy Model
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What is not on a PCO?
• Do not include test procedures, test ideas, or test activities. 

• Think in terms of a cookbook with recipes for preparing particular dishes. Each 
recipe contains a list of ingredients. A PCO is like the list of ingredients that will get 
used in preparing the dish.  A PCO is not the recipe.

• Do not include quality criteria or risks. 
• Because the same risk can apply to many different factors in a PCO, having risks in 

a separate outline give more flexibility.

• Do not include logistical notes about the test project.
• A PCO is not a test plan.  That’s different.  A PCO is a working reference for 

considering what to test; factors that we could examine in a test, or that could 
influence the outcome of a test.
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Large Coverage Outline for Communications Protocol, Derived from Formal Spec
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It’s impressive, but maybe too complex to be usable as a mind map…

Workarounds:
• Collapse some of the nodes when 

you want to see a less detailed view
• Create new maps for specific areas 

and link to them 
• Put some of the lists into notes (a 

feature offered by some mind-
mapping tools, but not all of them)
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This is the same material flattened out and put into a more usable spreadsheet...
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These are notes from a briefing about testing a two-headed radio…
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After a couple hours of meetings, we made a diagram of major testable elements...
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Then after testing for a few hours, we used the HTSM model to brainstorm more…
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Notice that product factors not easy to diagram are easily added to text outline…
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This is a very simple example of a PCO that only includes structural factors…
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This is a very high level PCO (a list of programs) used for test estimation…
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Another simple example, with minimal formatting, focusing on UI factors…
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Another one, for a video game, that focuses on GUI factors…
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This example is for a word processor, it follows the HTSM structure…
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And another example for an online charting app that also follows HTSM…
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This one, for a drawing app, is structured more naturally…
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The organization of the PCO is completely up to you. This one is nicely balanced…
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The table in this PCO represents product factors that must be tested together…
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And for that product, I gathered some of the factors directly from documentation.
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Learn the product by touring, mapping as you go…
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Iterate and go deeper…
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Keep going deeper still…
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Keep test notes as you go…
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Discover bugs while learning!

PCO Examples - 26

Note issues while learning!

PCO Examples - 27



Product Coverage Outlne Examples

Copyright © Satisfice 2021James Bach (http://www.satisfice.com)
Michael Bolton (https://www.developsense.com)

Attend that feature meeting…
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Study the specs…
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Model the test space…
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Now bring in the client!
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Use color to help negotiate coverage before testing…
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…or use color to identify coverage after you’ve tested.
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Feature Area Coverage
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Interface Coverage
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Degrees of Coverage (without quantification)
We don’t know much about this area. We’re aware that this area exists, but it’s mostly a 
black box to us, so far. Whatever testing that’s been done, we don’t really trust.

Level 0

We’re just getting to know this area.  We’ve done basic reconnaissance; surveyed it; we’ve 
done smoke and sanity testing. We may have some artifacts that represent our models, 
which will help us to talk about them and go deeper. If the product were completely broken, 
we’d know. 

Level 1

We’ve learned a good deal about this area. We’ve looked at the core and the critical aspects 
of it. We’re collecting and diversifying our ideas on how to cover it deeply. We’ve done some 
substantial testing focused on common usage patterns, the highest suspected risks, and the 
most important quality criteria.

Level 2

We have a comprehensive understanding of this area. We’ve looked deeply into it from a 
number of perspectives, and applied a lot of different test techniques. We’ve done harsh, 
complex, and challenging tests on a wide variety of quality criteria.  If there were a problem 
or unrecognized feature in this area that we didn’t know about, it would be a big surprise.  
Any problem that escapes can teach us something important (as opposed to being evidence 
of not trying very hard).

Level 3

Notice that test coverage is not the same as product quality. Product quality is about how good or bad the 
product is relative to people’s needs or desires. Coverage is about how well we know the product. 
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