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License and Copyright Notice

This guide is the intellectual property of Hofler Enterprises LLC and is protected under

United States and international copyright law.

By downloading this document you agree to the following terms:

This primer is free to share for personal, non-commercial use. You may forward it to a

colleague. Reproduction for commercial purposes, resale, or inclusion in a paid course

or subscription is strictly prohibited. You may not claim this content as your own or

create derivative commercial works from it.
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This map was drawn from seven field manuals. Use it — and when you’re ready for the depth, the guides are

waiting.



T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  W H Y  T H I S
E X I S T S

WHY THIS EXISTS ·  03 /
12

0 1  ·  W H Y  T H I S  E X I S T S

The Problem With Recruiting QA Talent

You have placed engineers, analysts, designers, PMs. QA feels like it should be the same job. It is not, and here

is why.

In most roles, the title tells you the work. A “Senior Frontend Developer” is a senior frontend developer. In QA,

the title tells you almost nothing. A “QA Engineer” at one company clicks through a checkout by hand. A “QA

Engineer” at the company across the street writes automation frameworks in a programming language. Same

two words. Two completely different hires, two different salary bands, two different searches.

This is why keyword matching fails in QA. The keywords mean different things on different résumés, and the

person who cannot tell the difference forwards ten mismatched candidates and loses the hiring manager’s

trust.

This map fixes the first half of that problem. In fifteen minutes you will understand the shape of the whole field:

what testers actually do, what the tools signal, why the titles lie, and where the real depth hides. It will make

you credible on your next intake call.

What it will not do is make you an expert screener. That takes the field manuals — the seven-volume series this

map is drawn from. Where each region of the map gets deep, this primer tells you which guide goes there.

H OW  T O  R E A D  T H I S  M A P

Each section gives you the concept and one thing you can use immediately. At the end of each, you will

see exactly which full guide teaches the screening depth — the questions, the search strings, the

scorecards — that turn understanding into placements.

T H E  F I V E  R E G I O N S  O N  T H I S  M A P

R·1

The Three Kinds

Manual · Auto · AI

R·2

The Frameworks

Tools tell the truth

R·3

The AI Claim

Real vs. listed

R·4

API Testing

Four levels of depth

R·5

The Titles

Why they lie

The keyword tells you the category. The map tells you where the candidate actually lives.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  R E G I O N  O N E REGION ONE ·  04 / 12

R E G I O N  O N E  ·  T H E  T H R E E  K I N D S

There Are Three Kinds of Tester. Not One.

Every QA candidate is really one of three profiles, and the entire field makes sense once you can see them.

1 The Manual Tester. Tests by hand, using judgment and experience to find what is broken. No code.

Their superpower is noticing what nobody wrote a check for.

2 The Automation Engineer / SDET. Writes code that tests software automatically. Builds frameworks,

works in a programming language, lives partly in a developer’s world.

3 The AI-Augmented QA Engineer. The newest profile. Uses AI tools to test faster and better — but the AI

multiplies their judgment, it does not replace it.

These are not a hierarchy. A senior manual tester is not a “failed” automation engineer. They are different jobs

for different needs, and matching the profile to the role is the whole game.

U S E  T H I S  N OW

When a résumé says “QA Engineer” and nothing else, do not assume. That title covers all three profiles.

Ask the candidate one question: “How much of your week is spent writing code?” The answer places them

instantly.

MANUAL AUTOMATION AI-AUGMENTED

Writes code? No Yes — core skill Often

Key tools TestRail, Jira Selenium, Playwright Copilot, ChatGPT

Superpower Judgment & edge-case

instinct

Scale & repeatability Speed with human oversight

Hiring signal “I found it manually…” “I built the framework…” “I caught the AI when…”

W H E R E  T H I S  G E T S  D E E P

Guide 1, The Technical Primer teaches you to hear which profile a candidate lives in from the way they

describe their work — and gives you the specific questions that separate a real tester from someone

reciting vocabulary.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  R E G I O N  T W O REGION TWO · 05 / 12

R E G I O N  T W O  ·  T H E  F R A M E W O R K S

The Five Tools You’ll See, and What Each One
Signals

Automation engineers work in frameworks. You do not need to use them. You need to know what naming them

tells you about the candidate and the company.

T O O L W H AT  I T  S I G N A L S  A B O U T  T H E  CO M PA N Y

Selenium Enterprise. Java shops. Banking, insurance, government, healthcare.

Cypress Modern SaaS product teams. JavaScript. Mid-size.

Playwright The framework everyone is moving to. Modern, TypeScript.

Appium Native mobile apps. iOS and Android. A separate world.

REST Assured / Postman API testing. The layer beneath the screen.

The tool is more honest than the title. A résumé that says “QA Analyst” but lists Playwright and TypeScript is

not a manual tester — the tools are telling you the truth the title is hiding.

U S E  T H I S  N OW

Search the stack, not just the title. Instead of only “QA Engineer,” search the tools the role needs. The tools

pull the right people toward the top of your results in a way the title never will.

READING THE STACK ON A  RÉSUMÉ

Multiple frameworks (e.g., Selenium + Playwright): Usually a depth signal — this candidate has worked

across teams with different stacks.

Only one framework listed: Not a red flag — most teams run one. Ask how deeply: consumer vs. builder.

No framework but “automation” in the title: Probe immediately. Either the résumé is thin, or the title is

misleading.

W H E R E  T H I S  G E T S  D E E P

Guide 2, The Automation Framework Breakdown teaches you the difference between a candidate who

built a framework and one who only ran tests inside someone else’s — the single most valuable distinction

in automation hiring — plus ready-to-paste search strings for each tool.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  R E G I O N  T H R E E REGION THREE ·  06 / 12

R E G I O N  T H R E E  ·  T H E  A I  C L A I M

Everyone Says “AI” Now. Almost No One
Should.

AI fluency is the hottest line on QA résumés, which means every candidate now claims it. “Leverages AI for test

generation.” “AI-augmented workflow.” The phrases have lost nearly all meaning because everyone copies

them.

Behind identical phrases sits enormous variation. One candidate has genuinely rebuilt how they work around

AI, makes deliberate tool choices, and guards against the technology’s failures. Another pasted a question into

ChatGPT once and added the buzzword to keep up. Same résumé language. Completely different capability.

The good news: the difference collapses the moment you ask for specifics. Real practice is specific. Decoration

is generic.

T H E  O N E  T H I N G  T O  R E M E M B E R  A B O U T  A I

An AI tool is powerful and confidently wrong sometimes. It generates plausible text, not verified truth.

Which means the human’s judgment becomes more valuable, not less. The candidate worth hiring is the

one who can tell you where AI failed them and how they caught it.

T WO  Q U E S T I O N S  T H AT  S U R FA C E  R E A L  A I  P R A C T I C E

1 “Walk me through a time an AI tool got something wrong — and how you caught it.”

Real practitioners have this story immediately. Decorators go quiet.

2 “Which AI tools do you use, and what do you use each one for specifically?”

Named workflows and trade-offs signal real integration. Generic answers signal a buzzword.

W H E R E  T H I S  G E T S  D E E P

Guide 3 maps the whole AI landscape — the tools, the vocabulary, what each signals. Guide 4 is the

screen: how to tell a genuine AI-augmented engineer from a résumé that just says “AI,” with a scored

rubric you run on the call. This is the most in-demand and most faked profile in QA.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  R E G I O N  F O U R REGION FOUR · 07 / 12

R E G I O N  F O U R  ·  A P I  T E S T I N G

“API Testing Experience” Means Four Different
Things

This single phrase appears on most QA résumés, and it is the most overloaded line on the page. It is true for the

candidate who clicked one button in a tool called Postman, and true for the engineer who owns the entire

testing strategy across a dozen services. Same words. Wildly different depth.

There is a layer of software beneath the screen — the APIs, where systems talk to each other. Testing it well is a

genuine specialty, and “I have API testing experience” tells you nothing about how deep a candidate goes.

You need one question that places any candidate on the four-level ladder. The full guide has it. For now, the

most important move is to stop accepting the phrase at face value.

LEVEL WHAT IT  ACTUALLY LOOKS L IKE

1 Used Postman to send a request and check the response. Has not gone deeper.

2 Writes collections, validates error codes and response schema, tests edge cases.

3 Owns end-to-end API test suites, integrates with CI/CD, tests contracts between services.

4 Designs the API testing strategy across a distributed system. Sets the standard others follow.

U S E  T H I S  N OW

Never accept “I have API testing experience” at face value. It is the sentence that means four different

things. One follow-up question separates the person who clicked a button from the person who owns the

layer: “Walk me through how you’d test an endpoint that doesn’t have documentation.” The pause before

they answer is the answer.

W H E R E  T H I S  G E T S  D E E P

Guide 5, API Testing: What It Actually Means gives you the four levels of API depth — with exactly what

each level sounds like on a screen — and the one question that places any candidate on that ladder in

under a minute.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  R E G I O N  F I V E REGION FIVE ·  08 / 12

R E G I O N  F I V E  ·  T H E  T I T L E S

The Titles Lie. Here’s the Short Version.

You have seen the pattern by now: in QA, the title is the least reliable field on the résumé. Here is the map of

what you will encounter.

T I T L E R O U G H LY  M E A N S

QA Analyst / Tester /
Manual QA

Manual profile. Usually reliable.

QA Engineer Anything. The catch-all. Tells you nothing.

QA Automation Engineer
/ SDET

Writes code. Builds automation.

QE Lead / QA Lead Senior, plus scope. Ask if they lead people.

QA Manager Owns the team, not the tests.

QA Architect Designs the systems others build inside.

AI-Augmented / AI Test
Engineer

Two different jobs. One tests with AI. One tests AI.

That last row hides a trap that costs placements: an “AI-Augmented Test Engineer” uses AI to test software. An

“AI Test Engineer” tests AI systems themselves. Different skills, different candidates, different reqs.

U S E  T H I S  N OW

On any req or résumé, when the title and the described work disagree, believe the work. The title tells you

what a company decided to call someone. The work tells you what they actually do.

W H E R E  T H I S  G E T S  D E E P

Guide 7, Levels and Titles, Decoded gives you the complete title decoder — every title, the level it

implies, and the one question that verifies it — plus the two career breaks where candidates stall and get

mispriced.

R·5

T
H

E
 

T
I

T
L

E
S



T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  T H E  O N E  S K I L L THE ONE SKILL ·  09 / 12

T H E  O N E  S K I L L

If You Remember Nothing Else, Remember
This

Every region of this map points at the same underlying skill: the ability to hear the difference between a

candidate who has done the work and a candidate who has listed it.

The generalist recruiter matches keywords and forwards everyone. The recruiter who understands the work

sends three candidates, ranked, with the reasoning attached — and the hiring manager learns that this

recruiter’s shortlist is worth taking seriously. That trust is the entire business. It turns a one-off req into a

standing relationship.

You do not become that recruiter by memorizing tools. You become it by learning to listen for ownership — for

the verbs a candidate reaches for without thinking.

OWNERSHIP  VERBS

Built · Designed · Chose

Owned · Architected · Led

Wrote · Decided · Defined

→ This candidate has done the work

SPECTATOR VERBS

Used · Was on · Ran

Participated in · Helped with

Leveraged · Was involved in

→ Probe before assuming depth

HOW THE TRUST  BUILDS

Understand the map → Hear the work → Send a ranked 3 → Own the desk

T H E  O N E- L I N E  H A B I T

In the first sixty seconds of any screen, ask the candidate to walk you through what they owned in their

last role. Then say nothing. The verbs they choose — built, chose, designed versus used, ran, was on the

team — will locate them before you have asked a single technical question.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  T H E  F U L L
T E R R I T O R Y

THE FULL TERRITORY ·  10
/ 12

T H E  F U L L  T E R R I T O R Y

What the Full Field Manuals Cover

This map showed you the territory. The seven-volume series is the field manual for navigating each region —

the questions, the search strings, the scorecards, and the screens that turn understanding into placements.

G U I D E W H AT  I T  M A K E S  YO U  A B L E  T O  D O

1 · The Technical Primer Hear which of the three profiles a candidate actually is

2 · The Framework Breakdown Tell a framework builder from a test-writer, with search strings per tool

3 · AI Tools and LLMs in QA Read the entire AI landscape on a résumé

4 · What AI-Augmented QA
Really Is

Screen the most-faked profile with a scored rubric

5 · API Testing, Decoded Place any candidate on the four levels of API depth

6 · Source, Screen, and Place Run a scored 20-minute screen and write the submission that wins the

desk

7 · Levels and Titles, Decoded Decode any title and price any candidate correctly

SUGGESTED STARTING POINT

NEW TO QA
Start with Guide 1 — core vocabulary, the three profiles, and your first real screening

questions.

HAVE A REQ NOW
Match the req’s primary signal to the right guide: tools → Guide 2, AI → Guides 3–4, API

→ Guide 5, titles → Guide 7.

PLACE REGULARLY
Get the full bundle — Guide 6 becomes your playbook for every call, with Guides 1–5

and 7 as the depth layer behind it.

YO U  D O  N O T  N E E D  T O  B E CO M E  A N  E N G I N E E R

You never did. You need to understand the work well enough to hear the difference between someone

who has done it and someone who has listed it. That is the entire promise of the series — and this map

was the first fifteen minutes of it.
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  W H E R E  T O  G O WHERE TO GO · 11  /  12

W H E R E  T O  G O  F R O M  H E R E

You Now Have the Map.

Here is how to get the field manuals.

T H E  C O M P L E T E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R  S E R I E S

All 7 guides. The questions, the scorecards, the search strings, the 20-minute screen, the title decoder.

Everything this map pointed at.

Your download of this primer applies toward the full series. You have already started.

★ Start with Guide 1 if you want the foundation — core vocabulary, the three profiles, and the first real

screens.

★ Start with Guide 6 if you want the screening playbook first — the 20-minute screen, the scorecard, the

write-up formula.

★ Get the bundle if you place QA talent regularly — it pays for itself on one avoided mis-hire.

W H E R E  T O  G E T  I T

humanproblem.ai/recruiter-guides

The vocabulary will keep changing. The tools will keep changing. The skill — hearing the work behind the

words — does not. That is what the series teaches, and you just took the first step.

— Jonathan Hofler
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T H E  Q U A L I T Y  E N G I N E E R  R E C R U I T E R ’ S  F I E L D  M A P  ·  S O U R C E S SOURCES ·  12 /  12

S O U R C E S  &  R E F E R E N C E S

This Map Has Seven Depths

Each region of this primer is drawn from one of the seven field manuals in the Quality Engineer Recruiter’s

Guide Series. The sources below are the primary references that inform the series as a whole.

The Quality Engineer Recruiter’s Guide Series — All 7 Volumes humanproblem.ai/recruiter-guides

ISTQB — Official Glossary & Foundation Level Syllabus istqb.org

ISTQB Glossary — Test Types and Test Levels istqb-glossary.page

Atlassian — The Different Types of Software Testing atlassian.com

State of JS — Testing Framework Adoption Survey (2025) stateofjs.com

World Economic Forum — Future of Jobs Report 2025 weforum.org

KORE1 — How to Hire a QA Engineer: 2026 Hiring Guide kore1.com

Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E :  K E Y  T E R M S

SDET

Software Development Engineer in Test — an automation

engineer who also builds tooling or writes production-

quality code.

FRAMEWORK

A structured codebase of reusable test logic. Building one

requires engineering skill. Running tests inside one does

not.

CI/CD

Continuous Integration / Delivery — tests run automatically

every commit. Signals a fast-moving, engineering-mature

team.

REGRESSION TESTING

Verifying new code did not break existing functionality. The

foundational reason test automation exists.

TEST PLAN

A written strategy for what will be tested, by whom, and

when. Senior testers write these; junior testers follow them.

TEST COVERAGE

How much of the software has automated checks. Useful

proxy for quality — but coverage without meaningful

assertions is noise.

— Jonathan Hofler
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