NILS JANSE

Foreword by Jeff Patton

IGNMENT

How the best
Product Managers
work with feature

documents



Said about the book

Foreword by Jeff Patton
The book in four pages

Meet the complexities of Product Management

The PM role
Why the PM job is so hard
The archetypal PM process

How to not only survive, but thrive

Drive towards impact, base it on research

Align on business impact
Build a knowledge base through research
Prioritize business impact, but focus on customer outcomes

Embrace user stories as a shared language

Express features as user stories
Do joint user story mapping sessions

Capture the conversation triggered by the user story

11

16

16
17
18

2]

24

26
31
37

47

48
54

59



Use a single source-of-truth to create shared understanding 63

Unless you share pizzas, write things down 64
Capture most details in epic documents 67
Let epic documents evolve with its user stories across steps 74
Use a template that can anticipate topics 80
Get the structure you need with an outliner 86
Expose micro-decisions through questions 92
Recognize the many micro-decisions 93
Frame decisions as explicit questions with decisions as answers 95
Practice the art of asking the right questions 98
Facilitate structured discussions for the difficult decisions 99
Make the decision-making process transparent within the document 102
What it can look like in practice 108
About the example document 108
Example epic document 12
The approaches seen in the example 115
| want your example epic documents 17
Acknowledgements 118
Book backstory 130



Said about the book

“Epic Alignment dives deep on one of the most important and
underappreciated aspects of product management: using written
documents to encourage collaboration and create alignment. With
a good balance of general guidance and specific examples, this book
provides valuable information for all product professionals, from
those working on small teams with informal processes to those
working at large enterprises with more formalized and extensive
product development structures and frameworks.”

- Matt LeMay, Author of Product Management in Practice
& Partner at Sudden Compass

“Our product managers have been driving development work
through structured feature documents for a couple of years now.
Before that, we had really big problems with how to channel input
from business stakeholders into the development work in a way
that was not too disruptive. The approaches outlined in this book
have really helped us at Storytel get on top of our whole product
development process.”

- Jonas Tellander, Founder and CEO at Storytel’

1 And also an early investor in Delibr



“As a developer, I have worked with a number of product managers
over the years, and some of them left long-lasting impressions
thanks to the quality of their work and collaboration with the team.
When reading Epic Alignment, I realise that a common thread
among those has been a focus on impact, and structured and
collaborative decision making. I believe that product managers who
take to heart the advice of fered in this book would be a pleasure to
work with.”

- Johan Ostling, System Developer and CEO at Citerus

“When we hold Certified Scrum Product Owner courses, we get to
gather people and engage everybody in the same room with postit
notes, legos and other physical props that pedagogically explain the
main tenets of Agile product management. After the course, when
the product managers get back to work, they often cannot gather
everyone in the same room properly, and so need to translate the
insights from the course into their day-to-day work environment.
The approaches in this book provide a great bridge from Agile
principles into everyday work.”

- Reza Farhang, Partner, Educator and Agile Coach at Crisp



FOREWORD

By Jeff Patton

You've got a problem.

If you're reading this you're likely a product manager, product owner,
someone trying to help one of these roles, or someone working to
move into these roles. I'm not going to mince words here. You've
chosen a tough path. You've got a lot you're responsible for, a lot

to accomplish, and almost no authority to get it done. If you want
help from others, it’s going to take a mixture of wit, charisma, deep
domain knowledge, strong business understanding, listening skills,
storytelling skills, and luck. It’s going to take a superhero.

But, if you're anything like me, you wouldn'’t have it any other way.

You're a bridge

You're a bridge between different constituencies with different
concerns.

If your organization builds software, you'll work with architects,
engineers, testers, devops and infrastructure people and likely others
deeply focused on solving tough technical problems. They're stressed
about what they need to accomplish and how little time they have to
doit.



Your organization includes business stakeholders focused on keeping
your business running smoothly. That’s going to take everyone
doing their jobs well and a steady stream of revenue from sales of
your products or services. Business leaders are stressed about your
business’s ability to sustain itself, whether it can meet next quarters
financial projections, or whether an unnoticed competitor or unseen
economic event will hurt your organization.

If you sell a product or service, you've got customers who choose
your product. They have other choices for how to solve their
problems. They're stressed about making the right choice. They're
worried that they're really getting value from the product they’ve
chosen.

Finally, any product or service you build has users - the people that
will actually type, click, speak, and swipe in the user interfaces
you create. They're stressed about learning to use the product and
actually being able to accomplish what they need to do using it.

Technologists, business people, customers, and users all stressed
about very different things. You're not really any of those groups.
Your biggest problem is to understand and address the needs of all
of those groups. And, annoyingly, they don’t care much about each
other’s needs. When a compromise is called for, no group wants to
give up any ground.



Empathy, not authority

If you're a product manager, likely no one reports to you. You can'’t
really insist anyone do anything. You can't tell engineers how to do
their jobs or business stakeholders how to do theirs. You definitely
can'’t tell customers and users what to do. Product managers manage
products, not people. But, those products can’t be built or evolve
without the deep understanding and cooperation from every one of
these groups. Sounds tough, right?

But, you have a perspective that others may not. You understand and
empathize with every constituency’s challenges, and how to frame
things in a way they can understand. It’s your superhuman listening
and communication skills that will help you succeed here. If you don't
have those yet, you will soon.

Even more importantly, you've got the ability to help each
constituency understand and empathize with each other. You'll
do this with lots of storytelling that helps them connect the dots
between what’s important to them and how it affects what'’s
important to others. Creating empathy and understanding across
groups is another superpower.



Alignment and trust

It won't be enough to empathize with each group, and help them
empathize with each other; you'll need to get them all heading the
same direction. You'll need to help them align around common
goals. You'll need to help them understand how what they're doing
contributes to that common goal and helps everyone. You can't insist
people align. But, you'll feel it when you get alignment.

Something important happens when people believe you're on

their side, when they believe you understand, and are fighting for,
their concerns: they build trust. This is your secret weapon. All

that listening and empathizing helps build it. So does deep your
understanding of your product, your business, your market, and the
technology used to build your product. You won't be able to insist
people trust you. But, you'll feel it when you get their trust.

Building alignhment and trust is another critical superpower.

Glube

It’s not a very sexy superhero name, but it's the one I'm going to
give you. It's a combination of two simple english words: glue and
lubricant. You'll need to keep all these groups with different needs
and interests glued together. But, they can't be stuck. You'll need to
keep them lubricated - moving smoothly together.



Moving together is the only way any of them get what they need. It’s
the only way technologists can solve tough problems they're proud to
solve, business people can sustain and grow businesses they’re proud
of, customers can choose products they're products they’re proud of,
and users can accomplish things with those products that they're
proud of.

I'm hoping you appreciate the weight of the responsibility you hold.
You've got lots of skills to build. You'll need lots more than you'll find
in this book. But, this book will focus on a few of the most critical
skills: the work you'll need to do to effectively communicate with,
leverage input from, and keep all these different groups aligned and
moving. You'll learn specific practices for building and maintaining
shared understanding and alignment across these groups. You'll get
references to other books and techniques to help you continue to
build your superhuman skills.

You should get started right away.
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SUMMARY

The book in four pages

ow can you drive the thinking on what to develop,
H why and how to do it — leveraging the insights from
both team and stakeholders — all the way from idea to
deploy?

This book tries to answer the above question. I'm Nils Janse, the
founder of Delibr, a startup that helps Product Managers. As part of
our product development, we interviewed over 300 PMs/product
people? to understand how they work and collaborate around feature
development, what problems they face, and their approaches to
solving those problems.

Some PMs are in a situation where they can have both team and
stakeholders in the same room throughout the whole conversation
on how to build a feature (e.g. those that work in small, co-located
startups). That is the ideal situation, as then a shared understanding
comes naturally. However, that is not the situation for most PMs (e.g.
because they work in an organization with more than one PM, or
with distributed team and stakeholders). This means they have to
write down and communicate the relevant details. If you, like most
PMs, are in the latter situation, then the insights in this book apply to
you.

2 More than half agreed to be included in the Contributions section. Thanks for the help!
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One of the main reasons why the PM job is so difficult is the total
amount of complexity. For each feature, complexity comes from a
combination of challenges across decisions (a lot of different, difficult,
and interlinked decisions), people (differing perspectives, a mismatch
between responsibility, expertise, and decision power), and process
(rarely time to discuss, decisions often postponed or changed). This
complexity then aggregates across many features and several PMs.

The scary thing with trying to handle this complexity by writing
things down is that there is a risk that the amount of text written
down makes it hard to cope with — facing a wall of 20 pages of
unstructured text can paralyze the best of us®. The first chapter looks
at how PMs struggle with this complexity, resulting in disconnected
conversations and a lack of clarity on what to develop, why, and how
todoit.

In our research, we saw four approaches help PMs succeed in creating
clarity in the face of this complexity by making their thinking
transparent. The following four chapters of the book explain those
approaches.

1. Drive towards impact, base it on research. When writing
things down, the text can take a life of its own, making it hard to
see the forest for all the trees*. That makes it extra important to
know what the goal is. Chapter A describes how PMs can ensure

3 The book focuses on product management, but this is a problem that affects many entire
organizations.
4  We are based in Sweden and so for us, this analogy makes a lot of sense.
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they focus on the right things. PMs must be able to say ‘no’ to
features. They can do this if they align with stakeholders on what
business impact to go for and how it will be measured, show

how feature outputs generate customer outcomes that in turn
generate the business impact aligned upon, and do the research
to be credible.

2. Embrace user stories as a shared language. The essence of
structured problem-solving is breaking problems down into
smaller parts. It is also necessary for making a written text
possible to work with. There are many ways of breaking a
feature down, and different stakeholders and teamm members

will have different perspectives, even speak different languages.
Chapter B shows how PMs can ensure customer focus and

create a clear frame that everybody can relate to (so they don't
have to translate back-and-forth). They can do this by working
with user stories. This means moving from handing over strict
requirements for features to build to having a conversation based
on user stories. This conversation can be anchored to user stories
not only early on with joint user story mapping sessions, but also
later with details added to each user story.

3. Use a single source-of-truth to create shared understanding.
One of the main scourges of writing things down is duplication.
As soon as the same thing is written down in two places, the risk
of misunderstandings and unnecessary work arises. Chapter

C details how PMs can avoid this duplication and keep the
documents structured and easy for all to interact with. They can

13



do this by capturing details in documents at the epic level®. These
documents can then live across phases, based on a template that
anticipates topics that come up.

4. Expose micro-decisions through explicit questions. A great
benefit that comes from working with a structured document as
the single source-of-truth is that you can know where any issue
that arises fits. Chapter D shows how PMs can work in a more
proactive way with decision-making, allowing them to bring

in the team and come back to close down any loose ends. They
can do this by recognizing that the work involves a lot of micro-
decisions. These decisions can be written as answers to explicit
questions within the relevant sections of documents, with
decision status marked clearly.

Taken together, we have seen these four approaches help PMs both
ship better products and save time for their teams and stakeholders.
In the last chapter I show an example of what an epic document can
look like, when working with the approaches. I hope you will find
these insights helpful, and that they will help you become an even
better PM!

5 The epic level encompasses several related user stories and either corresponds to a new feature
or some change being made, but is neither a wide-ranging 6-month initiative nor a fixed area of
the product.
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THE PROBLEM

Meet the complexities of
Product Management

efore diving into the approaches that can help
B PMs create shared understanding around feature
development, let’s look at what the PM role entails, and
why it is so hard.

The PM role

There are several quite good top-down ways to define the role of the
PM, for example this one from the book “High Growth Handbook”
that states that the PM is responsible for:

1. Product strategy and vision

2. Product prioritization and problem solving

3. Execution: timelines, resources, and removal of obstacles
4. Communication and collaboration (across 1-3)

I think it is quite good. But to understand why the role is so hard, we
must dig deeper.
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Why the PM job is so hard

When looking at the difficulty of any knowledge worker role, it is
helpful to look at the “aggregated complexity” of the role. The job

is to shape some kind of decisions through some kind of process in
interaction with other people. The difficulty of the job relates to the
aggregated complexity from these three factors.

To evaluate the aggregated complexity of a role, it helps to ask a few
questions relating to the complexity coming from decisions, process,

and people.
DECISIONS PROCESS
How advanced is the How much time is
content matter discussed? there for discussions?
How many, hon-obvious How far in advance can
decisions need to be made? decisions be made?
How interconnected are To what extent do made
the decisions? decisions change?
PEOPLE

How many people are
going to give input?

How much do the perspectives
of those who give input vary?

How does decision power &
knowledge match up?
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When looking at the PM role with that frame of mind, the PM job
stands out even among most other knowledge work as very difficult.
For an organization with a single PM working with one team,

this might be manageable, but across several PMs and teams, the
complexity aggregates and it is hard to find ways of working that
scale. We see that almost all PMs in organizations with more than one
PM struggle with this aggregated complexity.

Before we go into how to handle this complexity, let’s look more in
detail at the complexity that PMs face.
The archetypal PM process

During our research, we tried to map out more in detail what it is that
PMs actually do. To better understand how the complexity they face
comes from people, process, and decisions, we looked at:

e People: What roles they interact with,
e Process: What artifacts, methods, & steps they go through
e Decisions: What type of decisions were made

Of course, all of this varies quite a lot between PMs and
organizations, but as we talked to more and more PMs, and adapted
our map, we started finding that almost all of the map applied to
almost all teams. This was good enough for us to work with, and so
we decided to call the map the “Archetypal Product Management
Process”, or the Archetypal Process for short. To put it simply:
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The roles involved are researchers, analysts, designers,
developers, and testers, as well as different executive and
operative stakeholders, with the PM at the center.

PMs use many artifacts and methods (to mention a few:
roadmap, user story mapping, feature document, wireframes,
backlog, etc.) across the steps of feature development (that can
be stated as ideation, prioritization, discovery, refinement,
development, testing, and iteration/optimization).

To drive this work forward PMs need to make, or at least
facilitate, a myriad of decisions (taking into account the insights
from team and stakeholders).

19



Here is a more detailed version of the map.

Problem statement Roadmap

Interview notes Researcher

OKR Executive Stakeholder ICP

IDEATION

DISCOVERY PRIORITIZATION P e
Analyst
Epic
A/B test
Wireframe Feature document PM / PO

Prototype Designer
Flow Hi-fi design
Requirements User story

Tech Lead

Specifications

Developer

Subtask

REFINEMENT

Backlog

Customer request

ITERATION /
OPTIMIZATION

Support ticket

Operative Stakeholder

DEVELOPMENT Bug

Acceptance test

Tester Test case

TESTING

DEPLOY

20



This may look at least somewhat straight forward, but one devious
aspect of the work that almost becomes hidden when everything is
laid out in neat boxes like this is the interconnectedness of the parts,
and thus the iterative nature of the process. It is crucial for the PM to
find disruptive factors and deal-breakers in e.g. design, engineering,
and business, as early on as possible. That in turn is dependent on
an understanding of the respective domains as well as working
with experts to evaluate different options, with the goal of realizing
what doesn’t need to be decided early on but can be detailed later.
Whenever this is not successful, and a deal-breaker is found out too
late, the whole team may need to take several steps back.

How to nhot only survive, but thrive

Looking at this complexity across the decisions, process, and people
for developing a single feature, and then thinking about how this
complexity aggregates when developing many features, and working
with other PMs doing the same, the resulting complexity becomes
daunting.

However, although some of this complexity is real, a lot of it is merely
complicated® and can be broken down, structured, and boxed in.

By applying structured approaches of working, PMs can go from
facing an impenetrable mess to working with a series of distinct and
manageable parts.

6 Product development is inherently both complicated, in the sense that there are many moving
parts, and complex, in the sense that the relationship between the parts and cause and effect
can only be fully perceived in retrospect. Cynefin is a great framework for thinking about this
by Dave Snowden.
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As we interviewed more and more PMs, we saw that some PMs

tended to adopt four such structured approaches that helped them to
not only survive but thrive:

1. Drive towards impact, base it on research

2. Embrace user stories as a shared language

3. Use a single source-of-truth to create shared understanding
4. Expose micro-decisions through explicit questions

In the upcoming chapters, we will go through each approach.
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CHAPTER 1

Drive towards impact,
base it on research

roduct Managers almost always have a lot of ideas in

front of them. These ideas can come from customers,
the team, stakeholders, research, or from just thinking
hard. Most likely all of the above. If time was an endless
resource, you could detail all those ideas into features
and then build them all. Alas, time is scarce. Only a few
things can be developed at a time. It is up to the PM to
make sure this prioritization happens. Prioritizing means
saying ‘'no’ to some things.

Many PMs find it is hard to say ‘no’. They face a lot of pressure from
different parts of the organization, especially from stakeholders
whose favorite idea did not make it onto the roadmap. In the worst
case they feel forced to put more things in the roadmap than can
actually be delivered, to placate the loudest stakeholders. This can
lead to stress for the team and delays or rushed features needing
rework.
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Great PMs are able to overcome this pressure by doing three things,
they:

1. Align on business impact
2. Build a knowledge base through research

3. Prioritize business impact, but focus on customer outcomes

Align on business

impact to aim for “\\

(™
Prioritize the business
\‘ impact focus on customer
outcomes

Build your -1
knowledge base
though research

25



We have seen PMs iterate around some version of these steps, and

as a result, because this gives them something of an anchor, they are
more comfortable with cutting through the complexities and actually
saying no’. Let’s go through more concretely how to do this.

1. Aligh on business impact

Good PMs drive towards impact. Stephen Covey put it nicely when
he said “Begin with the end in mind”’. This is a good habit in general,
and so also for PMs. Having an impact to aim for clearly defined and
agreed upon makes life as a PM way easier.

Think about impact like top management

A mistake that many PMs do is that they fail to really take a step back
when they think about impact. Increased conversion at a certain step,
or resolving a specific customer request is great, but it is not certain
that executives will have the time to translate that into impact that is
meaningful for them.

The best PMs translate the impact into something meaningful for

the executive stakeholders in advance. The way to do this is to think
like top management, and to do the work of tracing the impact of any
improvement all the way up to a level where it is directly meaningful
for them.

7 “Begin with the end in mind” is one of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, a book by
Stephen Covey. It is a great book on personal leadership that I'd recommend all PMs to read!
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A common framework for translating potential product
improvements into something that top management can absorb is
A3R3 or “Pirate metrics” (as it can also be written out as “AAARRRY’,

which sounds like something a pirate would say).

. ele —
Acquisition e ﬁ

v

Activation
Revenue '

Referral

a’™

The idea of Pirate Metrics is to optimize each level of the conversion
funnel, ultimately resulting in revenue. One of the benefits of this
framework is that it is a good middle ground between how PMs think
and how executives think. All the six steps are relevant to both.

There are three notable exceptions to this:

e If top management has another clear and communicated
framework for how to quantify impact, then it probably makes
sense to use that framework.
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e If it is explicit that revenue is not the main goal, then it is often
better to use a framework that emphasizes something like
active usage or engagement?.

e If the product being worked on does not have clear external
customers that go through funnel steps similar to AAARRR,
then it is better to try to think of and agree on another
frammework.

If none of the exceptions apply, then the Pirate Metrics are a good
starting point.

“Having a clear product vision here and objectives is key. If you can
clearly trace your product prioritization decisions back to what the
company is trying to accomplish (ideally backed with data), it makes
your job to convince all stakeholders a lot easier. In most cases, the
Execs were the ones who came up with the vision or at least agreed
to it in the first place. That said, they should have visibility into this
prioritization process (not to be done in a vacuum).”

- Hiram Vazquez, Product Manager at ReloQuest

8 Mixpanel’s Guide to product metrics elaborates on how PMs can find a good framework.

28



Define impact clearly

The first half of having good, impact-based goals to align on with
executives is linking them to something they can relate to (e.g. one
of the Pirate Metrics). The second half is breaking them down into
something that is concrete and measurable for you as a PM.

OKRs are a common format breaking down goals and making them
measurable. OKR stands for Objectives and Key Results.

Objectives are high-level, aspirational, and qualitative. They
are something that you aim to achieve, but should not contain
numbers.

Key Results on the other hand are a bit more low-level,
attainable, and quantitative. All key results are linked to an
objective, and each objective typically has around three key
results. Key results should be measurable, and formulated in a
way so that it is unambiguous whether they have been met.

Whether you use OKRs or something else, the important thing is to
align with your executive stakeholders not only on what impact to
achieve but also how to measure that impact. That is what enables
you to take ownership of prioritizing what to build.
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“Consider how in the early stages you need alignment on what

the problems you're looking to solve are; sometimes the business
impact is quantified from different areas, e.g. optimizing part-time
employee schedules might lower attrition (biz impact #1) and reduce
over-staffing (biz impact #2). Unless you have alignment on which
goal to go for, you can end up working in the wrong direction.”

- Elisabeth Kamor, Product Manager at Amazon

Master upward management

Like we talked about, an important aspect of being a good PM is being
able to say no.

Most PMs work with some kind of executives. In the ideal case, they
support the PM and back up the PM’s decisions. This type of support
can be invaluable throughout the development process. However,
PMs also face the risk of being overruled by upper management. That
is why “upward management” (or managing up) is such an important
concept.

It is easier to get acceptance from executives when you say ‘no’ to
something if they have previously agreed to the premises you use in
your rationale for saying ‘no’. Still, an executive who sits in a meeting
and is surprised by a ‘no’ to a feature they want to champion are more
likely to try to overrule that decision than if they were informed in
advance.
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That is why it is important to not only align on what impact to go for,
but also to keep in mind who might object, and to keep them in the
loop.

“Many PMs miss the importance of managing up. And then they
end up in a situation where they will have to do re-work, wasting
the time of the team.”

- Matt Lerner, Lead Product Manager at Mindbody

2. Build a knowledge base through research

Good PMs know what they talk about when they talk about how to
achieve impact’. To get there, they need to do their homework.

Link your research to impact

You need to know your customers inside-out. But PMs always have
difficulties setting aside enough time for research, with endless
meetings, competing priorities, and a constant lack of time. To make
the time you have count and to avoid trying to boil the ocean, you
need to focus.

9  As Haruki Murakami might have said, had he written a book about product management
rather than about running...
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To focus, and make the research relevant, the research must address
three questions consecutively:

1. What business impact is most important to achieve?

2. What improved customer outcomes would achieve business
impact?

3. How would different development efforts improve customer
outcomes?

By answering these questions over several iterations, it is possible to
do more effective research. If you don’t do research, your answers to
these questions won't be good. If you don't ask these questions, your
research won't be useful.

Conduct different types of research

To know your customers inside-out you need to approach your
research from several different angles. For every type of research,
throughout the different stages of maturity of the product you are
working on, at a certain point, doing more of it starts to yield fewer
and fewer insights. But coming at the problem from a different angle
can typically yield new insights. It is possible to get more insights out
of research efforts by being aware of the diminishing returns to every
type of research.

There are many ways to distinguish different types of research.
We have found the two perspectives of structure vs. curiosity and
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quantitative vs. qualitative to be a helpful way of mapping different
research efforts. By making sure to do research from different parts of
the map below, PMs can avoid falling into the trap of doing research

that does not yield more actionable insights.

o How many users
2 Conversion funnel Ad hoc analyses does this affect?
2
§ Churn by cohort User surveys
o
Feature adoption Dashboard
NPS User tests
What would happen
Kano model if we did like this?
Competitor research
Service blueprint
Support requests
)
& IcP
£ Why do so many
T . ) users act like this?
3 JTBD User interviews
Structure Curiosity

The distinction between quantitative and qualitative research is the
most obvious. With only quantitative research, there is a risk that
the data is being interpreted in the wrong way. With only qualitative
research, there is always the risk that the insights will be (or be seen
as) “fluffy” and not substantive enough to take action, or even worse,
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will be anecdotal and misleading as a basis for decision making. To
simplify, one could say that you need to put on the hat of both the UX
researcher and BI analyst. This can either mean actually conducting
such work yourself, or, even better if possible, getting more mileage
out of your scarce time by working closely with people in such roles.
For doing research, User Interviews can source candidates for you.

The scheduling software Calendly helps you meet with more users
by removing the messy back-and-forth scheduling emails—your
candidates can self-schedule by directly booking predetermined slots
in your calendar. For doing analyses, Segment can identify where
users come from and track what they do in a standardized way, and
then send that to Mixpanel where product teams can complete the
relevant analyses to understand both how these users engage and
convert as well as where they churn or experience friction, in real-
time across devices.

The distinction between structure and curiosity is perhaps a bit more
subtle. There are a bunch of great frameworks for doing different
kinds of research, some of them captured above. The main benefit
with frameworks is that they provide structure for the research,
covering different important topics. The main risk with relying too
much on these structured frameworks is that research can become
an exercise in filling out a template, without asking critical questions.
Without those questions asked there is a risk that the research

won't really yield any insights. Get more relevant insights out of
your research by switching back-and-forth between working with
structured frameworks and taking a step back and asking critical
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questions like “why..?”, “how..?”, and “what if?"1°,

“For our early customer interviews, we developed structured
interview guides with clear objective statements for each
conversation. However, it is important to enter every conversation
knowing that the interview guide is only a “guide.” Lead every
conversation with curiosity and know that it is okay to deviate from
the structure you put in place (just remember to take things back if
they get too off track). The customer is the expert of their domain, so
talking to them is an opportunity to learn from them. Be curious!”

- Jafar Owainati, Co-founder at Loopio

Combine your research into a knowledge base

One great thing with research is how it accumulates over time. Each
analysis, prototype test, interview, and survey has the potential to
build on previous research. But for this to actually happen, the PM
needs to codify conducted research, and make sure it is structured in
a way that makes it easy to access.

Here are a couple of examples of benefits from having a combined
knowledge base:

e When conducting an interview targeted at a specific problem,
that interview can be more targeted if the interviewer has

10  The five whys is a good technique to encourage asking questions.
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access to previous interviews and analyses relating to the
problem.

e When writing a survey, it is best to base it on what has been
said in interviews, and conversely, it is good to have any
existing survey replies from a user handy when interviewing
that user.

e When testing a prototype of an upcoming feature, it is more
fruitful to do it on someone that previously reported the
problem which the feature is trying to solve.

e When working on your Ideal Customer Profile, it is good
to both look at interviews with a few concrete customers,
and look at analyses on conversions based on more generic
properties.

Some PMs are diligent about building a Wikipedia-like knowledge
base, where they tag and link interviews, surveys, analyses, etc. The
PMs who do this, and also do the day-to-day work of advocating for
research and connecting it with customer outcomes, tend to be able
to get the benefits outlined in the above examples. The PMs who don'’t
do something like this face a tendency for research to be limited to
what is in the head of the PM or the main researcher, and so many of
these benefits are lost.
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“Ultimately, a holistic understanding of the user helps us make
smarter product and growth decisions to innovate faster and
improve the customer experience.”

- Pranav Kashyap, Group Product Manager at Mixpanel

3. Prioritize business impact,
but focus on customer outcomes

Ideally, by now, you have aligned on the business impact to go for
and built a knowledge base through research to back that up. But to
get any value from this you also need to translate it into what your
team should work on. Here we have seen PMs succeed by doing four
things:

1. Differentiate between output, outcomes, and impact
2. Prioritize business impact
3. Translate down to feature outputs

4. Focus actual work on customer outcomes
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Distinguish between output, outcome & impact

Let’s look more closely at the terms output, outcome, and impact':

OUTPUT OUTCOME IMPACT
Tasks /[ Todo's Customers Organisation

Feature output is what Customer outcomes Business impact is the

developers produce, e.g. are the benefits to the benefit to your own
customer, e.g. organization, e.g.

e user story ¢ 9 9

« A/Btest  problem solved  problem solved

« improvement e behaviour changed e behaviour changed

« bug fix e improved app rating e improved app rating

We have seen much confusion arise for PMs when the distinction
between these three terms has not been clear.

11  The distinction between the three is also well explained here by Christophe Achouiantz, Agile
consultant at Crisp. And, no, sadly, “tristinction” is not a word.
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“My primary responsibility as a PM is to answer the question of
why we develop features by linking them to customer outcomes and
then on to business impact. Together with the team we detail what
feature output we could do to reach sought outcomes and impact.
Here we test different things until we find the right ones, and I
contribute as a PM, but expect the whole team to be engaged.”

- Johan Bouzi, Product Manager at Avanza

Prioritize impact and translate to output

In Scrum, the goal of the PM*? is to allocate the output of the team

to get the most customer outcomes, i.e. to maximize outcome/
output. This is a good but incomplete description of the goal. It is too
simplistic, both because business impact and customer outcomes
sometimes diverge and because PMs must often communicate with
stakeholders that are mainly interested in business impact.

Let’s look at an example of when impact & outcomes are not the same:

Say you have a critical business challenge in getting new users
through your onboarding flow (part of Activation, the third A of the
Pirate Metrics). You have a few, quite happy customers, but almost
all new users drop off right after signup. Then it is probably not

the right priority to direct the team to develop the next new feature

12 Or actually, Scrum uses the term “Product Owner” (PO). There are many views on the
distinction between the two terms. We tend to believe that the best view is that PM is a job title
and PO is a role in a team and that they should ideally be the same person.
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your existing customers have been asking for (which might improve
Retention, the first R of the Pirate Metrics). Instead, you must
prioritize the customer outcomes that drive the sought business
impact, i.e., in this case, you must work to improve onboarding.

Let’s also look at the roles from the Archetypal Product Management
Process and what focus they typically have across output/outcome/

impact:
OUTPUT OUTCOME IMPACT
Tasks [ Todo's Customers Organisation
Product Manager
Developer
Analyst
Designer
- h Executive
esedreher Stakeholder
Tester
Operative Stakeholder

The PM has to work across output, outcome, and impact. Since
executive stakeholders often have significant decision power and are
often focused mainly on business impact, it becomes important to
articulate that link. Not only that, developers and designers also often
have a lot of decision power. But even though the PM works across
the different aspects, the PM is not the CEO of the product. In fact, it
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is rare that the PM has full decision power. Instead, PMs must learn to
wield their “soft power” and make sure they find good solutions that
they can get the team and stakeholders to align around.

Thus, the goal of the PM should be to maximize impact/output, in
theory extending the formula to “impact/output = impact/outcome

* outcome/output”. It will be important to link business impact to
customer outcomes and all the way down to feature outputs, as well
as to estimate the effort required to build feature outputs.

Impact mapping is a good method for this linking that PMs can use
whenever a trade-off has to be made between different features.

We have seen different variants used. Sometimes we have seen
feature outputs (deliverables) directly linked to business impact. Such
links rely on far-reaching assumptions, as the benefit to the user is
implicit®®. Below is an example of an impact map that explicitly links
business impact to customer outcomes and then on to feature outputs:

13 Here is a good explanation on the risk of losing sight of customer outcomes when doing impact
mapping by Kurt Bittner.
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IMPACT OUTCOME OUTPUT

WHY? WHO HOW WHAT
Define a business goal Key persona Describe desired Find a feature that
change in behaviour allows change

New user can sign up

Sign up without using Google account
New user having to leave the
Increase signup that signs up browser to verify email
completion rate New user can sign up

with unverified email

However, it is not possible to prioritize doing something without
taking the required feature output into consideration (the lower
part of the equation). Feature outputs need to be estimated before
any delivery work begins!. If something would take an inordinate
amount of time to build, try to find something else. It means the PM
needs to talk to the team to figure out how hard things are to do.

By combining impact mapping with doing estimates, PMs can better
prioritize what to develop and become empowered to say ‘no. They
can then protect their development teams from being handed work
that does not have impact.

14 Although it is both possible and desirable to down-prioritize even estimating feature outputs
that don’t provide any value. Estimation also requires effort.
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“Mapping feature outputs all the way to business impact allows me
to say no! - if it is not clear how it drives impact, it probably does not
belong.”

- Chrysanthos Nicholas, Product Manager at Litify

Focus actual work on customer outcomes

If the formula is “impact/output = impact/outcome * outcome/output”
and the goal is to maximize impact/output, then it could seem like
PMs could simplify things and not think too much about customer
outcomes. But therein lies a trap, as PMs that only focus on business
impact and feature outcomes risk not paying enough attention to
customers.

It is important to make sure the targeted customer outcomes support
the sought business impact. But too much focus on impact brings
risks of making a series of short-term improvements rather than
actual customer innovations. It is also less inspiring for the team, as
great teams derive meaning from helping their customers. Ideally
business goals and customer needs are aligned early on in the process,
resulting in a positive flywheel effect, as if they are perceived to be in
conflict, it is likely a signal of some underlying problem.

It is also important to make sure the team has good velocity and
develops a good amount of output in the form of new and improved
features. But too much focus on output brings risks of thinking about
the individual features rather than the whole product, forgetting
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about discovery, and of getting stuck nitpicking story point estimates
and other proxies.

One key to striking the balance between output, outcomes, and
impact is to focus at the right level of abstraction. I like to call this the
epic-level, as it roughly corresponds to an epic in Jira, the popular
issue tracking tool. I see two main benefits of putting emphasis on the
word “epic”. Firstly, it nudges the PM to think across the spectrum of
output, outcomes and impact. Secondly, starting with the word “epic”
and not always defaulting to the word “feature”, can remind PMs that
they should strive to escape the build trap® and that it is often more
valuable to run some relevant experiments'® and think in bets".

OUTPUT OUTCOME IMPACT
Tasks [ Todo's Customers Organisation
Strate
Epic Initiative 9y
Feature
User story

Experiment Bet

Task

The best PMs avoid the trap of not paying attention to the customer.
They manage the trick of prioritizing to maximize impact/output,
15 Escaping the Build Trap is a great book by Melissa Perri that explains this problem really well.

16 Here is an article on how PMs can turn experiments into bets, by Kate Leto.
17 Thinking in Bets is another great book, the title says it all, by Annie Duke.
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while at the same time focusing most of their actual work on the
customer outcomes!®. Success is to innovate on behalf of your
customers.

“Focus on customer outcomes. It is important both to make sure
these outcomes link to business impact, and to slice features to make
sure they don’t require too much work output by the developers.
Doing that allows you to say ‘no’ to some features. Then the most
important thing is to focus on customer outcomes.”

- Jens-Fabian Goetzmann, Head of Product at 8fit

In the next chapter, we will look at how to shift the focus of work for
everybody to be more customer-centric by embracing user stories as
a shared language.

18 Looking back at the example impact map from earlier, it also shows quite clearly that a big part
of the work “happens in the middle”. Skipping that middle part is a sure way to fail as a PM.
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CHAPTER 2

Embrace user stories as
a shared language

t this point, you have an impact goal and an idea for
A an epic, for simplicity’s sake, let's assume the epic
relates to building a feature. To figure out if that feature
makes sense to do, and if so, what parts of it should be
developed, and how, you heed to collaborate with the
stakeholders and different parts of your team.

Here we see that some PMs succeed in bridging the gaps between the
perspectives of the different parts of their organization by working
with user stories. They tend to do three things:

1. Express features as user stories
2. Do joint user story mapping sessions
3. Capture the conversation triggered by the user story

In this chapter, we'll look a bit more closely at these things.

47



1. Express features as user stories

Because different stakeholders and parts of the team come with
different perspectives, many PMs spend a lot of time translating
across these different languages. But there is a better way of doing it.

Be aware of the different perspectives

¢ <
Ve

“I'm glad we all agree” “Oh, ... well”

“PNhal” “I'm glad we all agree”
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Stakeholders and the different parts of your team think quite
differently. A framework that describes their different perspectives is
the Value-Usability-Feasibility framework:

VALUE USABILITY
Leadership Finance Customer Support
Analytics Biz Dev User Research
Product Market

Design
Biz Ops v <

FEASABILITY

Engineering Product
Team

These different groups not only think quite differently, they speak
entirely different languages, using different concepts.

e Business people think in terms of e.g. customer requests,
support tickets, and KPIs
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e Designers think in terms of flows, wireframes, prototypes, and
high-fi designs

e Developers think in terms of system changes needed, e.g.
addition to a database, change to an algorithm or a new service
or component.

Use the lingua franca®™ of product management

According to Wikipedia, “a user story is an informal, natural
language description of one or more features of a software system.
User stories are often written from the perspective of an end user or
user of a system”. There are several ways of writing user stories, but a
common template looks something like:

As a <role> I can <capability>, so that <benefit>

At first, most PMs find working with user stories a bit quirky. One
PM likened expressing features as user stories to having to write all
emails as haiku poems.

But after a while, most start to appreciate the almost magical way
in which user stories manage to bridge conversations between the
different parts of the team and the stakeholders.

e Business stakeholders, like customer support, can almost always
give an answer to whether fulfilling a certain user story would
solve a certain customer request.

19 A lingua franca is used to make communication possible between groups who lack a shared
native language. Pretentious, moi?
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e Designers can almost always arrange design flows along the
lines of user stories (typically as part of a customer journey).

e Developers can almost always answer what needs to be
developed to fulfill a certain user story (in combination with a
set of acceptance criteria).

For the PM, the near-magical thing is that the formats of the answers
from these different groups are completely different, but they can

all relate to the concept of the user story, and whenever user stories
are discussed, the focus is steered towards what is valuable for the
customer.

Find your own pragmatic user story format

To many teams, the original user story format of “Asa..Ican...so
that ..” feels too long and clunky. And using the original, full format
everywhere is probably not the most effective, as the value of having
a shorthand to refer to gets lost. But don’t throw the baby out with
the bathwater. In its entirety the original format brings value in that
it reminds us to think about context and intent.

Most PMs use an abbreviated form, e.g. “Admin can grant user right
to group’, or even just “Grant right to group”. This is much shorter
and is thus practically usable as the short-hand name on tickets in
the issue tracking tool (e.g. Jira), as it can be referred to in speech.
And as long as the philosophy of the user story remains, and people
understand why the user story is being built, it usually works well.
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The risk with this pragmatic format is that it slides further and
further away, to the point where it can no longer work as a
shared language, for example “set groupRight” may be clear to the
developers, but at that point the designers and business folks are
probably no longer following.

Some teams don't have problems with this slippery slope, and some
teams use the abbreviated form of the user story as the name of Jira
ticket, but write the user story on the original, full format in the
description field.

“One thing I've seen work really well to deliver on the spirit of user
stories is to ask teams to connect specific user research to each user
story--so that writing user stories actually encourages customer-
centricity, rather than the formal format of the user story being a
stand-in for customer centricity.”

- Matt LeMay, Author of Product Management in Practice
& Partner at Sudden Compass

Think “user stories”, not “requirements”

Some teams use the term “PRD”, which stands for “Product
Requirements Document”. If “Requirements” is just a word, that can
of course be fine, but it is often problematic as the word has remnants
of the Waterfall methodology, and those remnants tend to seep

into the way work is done in practice. In Waterfall (as opposed to
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Agile) development, the role of the PM is to a large extent that of a
requirements gatherer, who hands down a list of requirements to the
development team and is less involved in the process after that. There
are two issues with this:

The first issue with thinking about “requirements” handed over from
the PM to the team, is that it gives the team both less opportunity
and less inclination to give input. The development team often
knows better than the PM how long it would take to build certain
functionality. Therefore, handing down a fixed set of user stories

and acceptance criteria without any back-and-forth with the team
before, risks going wrong in two ways. Either, the PM might “require”
something that would provide value but be very time-consuming

to do. Or, the PM might hold back on something that would provide
some value, and would be very simple to do, because the PM wrongly
believes it would be hard to do. Both scenarios would bring down the
pace of value-creation by the team.

The second issue is that, in reality, a clean handover almost never
happens. The initial requirements may have made perfect sense to
the development team at the time of the handover. But new issues
come up all the time, as reality often catches up with plans. Once it
does, if the process implies a one-way handover, the team will be less
likely to go back to the PM. As a result, there is a risk that the team
spends its time building functionality that would not have been
prioritized, had the PM known the actual amount of time required to
build it. It's hard to swim up a waterfall.
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2. Do joint user story mapping sessions

Individual user stories are great in that they allow people from all
different parts of your organization to engage with them. However,
PMs have to deal with a great number of potential user stories. We
see that some PMs struggle with this complexity. The best PMs are
able to engage in structured discussions that range across many
user stories and thus manage to link feature outputs with customer
outcomes. They often use some version of user story mapping.

Combine the user stories into a map

The idea with user story mapping is to be able to have a conversation
across several user stories. Generally, the approach is to visually place
the user stories so that they tell a bigger story together, still from a
user standpoint.

Specifically, a couple of new concepts are introduced (written in

bold here, and then visualised in the image below). There is some
variation in what exact terms are used, but for a simple user story
map the concepts are as follows. The bigger story that the user stories
tell together is referred to as an epic or a feature. This bigger story is
divided into several steps, where several user stories could happen

at each step. Together, the steps are referred to as the narrative
backbone and form the columns of the user story map. Lines drawn
horizontally represent different releases.

20 User Story Mapping is a method by Jeff Patton, that works really well.
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To make it a bit clearer, let’s look at a simple example:

| Invite | Sign up Log in Log out
v V1 (3)
Sign up with Google account Log in with Google account Log out from any SSO
account
v V2 (2)
Invite Google account by Join with Google account
email via invite link
« LATER (3)
Allow all Google accounts Sign up with Facebook Log in with Facebook
from whitelisted domain account account

Only map the steps you need to tell the story

The example user story map from the last section told the story of a
single feature, i.e. that was its scope. User story maps can also be used
at different scope levels.

Early on in the life of a product, one map can cover the whole
product. For such user story maps, that cover a more complex bigger
story, it is common to add structure to the narrative backbone, e.g. by
grouping the steps by type of user.

Later on, that total map becomes rather large. Then it is perfectly fine
to narrow the scope. You only need to extend the map with the steps
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you need to tell a compelling story around the level you are currently
working. The scope we see most is that of a single feature. For those
maps, it is enough to include the steps taken within that feature, plus
optionally a step before and after.

Tell the smallest story that results in the
desired outcome for the customer

The genius with user story mapping is that by telling a coherent story
from the customer’s perspective for a release, you can use that as a
test for whether the user stories included in the release will help the
customer reach the desired outcome.

As you could see in the user story map example, the user stories are
not only divided into columns depending on what step they help,
they are also divided into rows based on what release they are to be
included in.

This allows you to work with slicing the user stories into different
releases.

The First release is sometimes referred to as the “Minimum Viable
Product” or MVP (even though it in reality, typically is more of a
minimum viable feature). The way to think here is to try to find the
release with so few user stories that it just barely makes sense for the
customer. This first release can be sliced very hard, including only

a few user stories in total, and sometimes leaving some of the steps
without a single user story.
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For the following releases of the feature, you as the PM should
continue to hold back on adding functionality, i.e., including more
new user stories. You should always come back to the question of
what customer outcome is improved by this next set of user stories. It
only makes sense to build another release of a feature, if that release
is one where the customer can achieve a better outcome.

Involve your team and stakeholders in
user story mapping sessions

The reason for doing a joint user story mapping session is to be able
to work together in prioritizing customer outcomes. By talking about
the user stories along a narrative backbone (i.e. the steps of a user
story map) seen from the perspective of the users, it becomes easier
to be customer-centric.

By bringing in the different parts of the team and stakeholders, that
customer-centricity can live throughout the development of the
feature. Ideally, everybody that will be working with a feature should
be in the session. At the very least, all different functions of your
organization that will be involved should be represented (e.g., sales/
support, design, development, QA).

Going into the session, you should have a hypothesis for the narrative
backbone. It is also good to have an idea of some user stories to
include, but it is good to keep them in your back pocket, at least
initially, to let everybody else get going on the problem. And, as we
described in the first chapter, the more context you bring with you,
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the better (research, customer feedback, data, etc.).

Although there is almost always some iteration back-and-forth, the
main steps of the session are to:

1. Agreeon the narrative backbone
2. Come up with potential user stories
3. Slice the stories into the upcoming and following releases

The end-product of the session is a user story map for the feature,
with quite a few user stories across the steps, divided into several
releases, with agreement on at least the first release to go for. Beyond
that there is hopefully quite a lot of notes from the discussion.
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3. Capture the conversation
triggered by the user story

The user stories are a great common denominator for all stakeholders
and parts of the team. They can make sure that everyone thinks the
same way at a higher level. But it is also important to keep everybody
on the same page when going more into details.

A user story is a promise to have a conversation

The 3Cs framework? states that user stories have three critical
aspects: Card, Conversation, and Confirmation:

Card refers to the user story, as user stories are sometimes written on
index cards. The cards are not supposed to contain all the information
about a feature, just enough text to identify it. It represents the
feature and has notes on it that illustrate priority and cost. The user
story is a promise to have a conversation.

Conversation refers to all communication among the stakeholders
and the different parts of the team relating to the user story.
Thoughts, opinions, and feelings are all part of the conversation. The
conversation happens verbally in meetings, but also over email, as
Slack messages, and as comments in different documents and tools.
The conversation leads up to an agreed way to confirm whether the
user story is fulfilled.

21 The 3Cs is a framework by Ron Jeftries, one of the creators of Extreme Programming (XP), and
a signatory of the Agile Manifesto.
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Confirmation refers to the set of acceptance tests that must be passed
for the feature to be considered completed. These tests can have
different formats, e.g. formal acceptance criteria or reference designs,
and are used to remove any ambiguity as to whether the feature
matches the customer requirements and has been implemented
correctly.

Continue adding details to that conversation

User stories are great in that they can bring business people,
developers and designers onto the same page. The goal of user
stories is shared understanding, and the idea is that this shared
understanding will come from an actual conversation with the
people that matter, not from comprehensive documentation.

If you're using user stories and you don't write and draw to aid the
conversation, you're doing it wrong. Ideally, the people that matter
are in the whole conversation, and then the things written and
drawn can serve as a reminder - in the same way that a vacation
photo brings up more memories about the vacation than are shown
on the actual photo?.

But once the team has had the discussion in the same room, on
that same metaphorical page, they tend to go back to their own
area and do the work of actually detailing out how to implement
the user story. Business people will, e.g. prepare the rollout plan,
how to communicate, think about how to update the help center,

22 Ithink this is a great analogy from User Story Mapping by Jeft Patton.
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etc. Developers will write e.g. pseudo code, data structures, and
specifications. Designers will make e.g. flows, wireframes, sketches
and prototypes.

As that work goes on, to avoid contradictions and mistakes, it
becomes important to keep everybody on the same page, working
from a single source of truth. In the next chapter, we will look more
closely at how to make that as painless as possible.
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CHAPTER 3

Use a single source-of-
truth to create shared
understanding

ou talk about new features as user stories. But if
Y each user story is a promise of a conversation, this
means a lot of conversations. And on top of that, there
are conversations happening above the user story level.
These conversations, happening from ideation and early
discovery all the way to deploy, will cover a lot of details,
and the process is messy, with lots of people involved.

Many PMs struggle with this, and either spend lots of time updating
across many different places, or simply don’t capture details, and
things get lost. The aggregated complexity of the PM job is so tough,
that there just isn't any room for confusion about what document is
the current one, or for that matter to run around and copy-paste and
make updates across different documents.
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During our research we found 5 practices common for great PMs who
overcome this complexity and instead create a shared understanding
among team and stakeholders

e Unless you share pizzas, write things down
e Capture most details in epic documents

e Make epic documents live across stages

e Use a template that can anticipate topics

e Get the structure you need with an outliner

Let’s go through these practices, one by one.

1. Unless you share pizzas, write things down

As we've discussed in the last chapter, the majority of the feature
refinement work falls between the Card (the starting point) and the
Confirmation (the finish line), in the Conversation.

Trouble capturing the conversation

The Card is captured as a user story, and the Conformation is the
story translated as acceptance criteria and/or reference designs. But
the Conversation does not have any defined artifact like that. Instead,
there are several communication channels that could capture it:
whiteboards and presentations for live meetings, email, Slack, Jira
(especially comments).
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However, it is usually not possible to have everyone updated on
everything, as that would require everyone to be on the same
communication channel at all times, or read up on everything
that has been said. People miss meetings, emails and messages. A
developer might not understand what was needed. Sometimes
missing a detail can lead to mistakes being made.

Whether or not this is a problem, comes down to pizza.

The two-pizza team

There are two cases where there is limited need to write things down
from the Conversation.

One case is when everybody (both team and stakeholders) that will
have input in implementing the feature in question is present during
the whole Conversation. In other words, they don’t need the updates
and additional explanations, because they were present. To strive
towards this case, Amazon has an ideal of the “two-pizza team”. They
try to keep the size of the group involved in any project co-located
and small enough to be able to share and be fed by two pizzas?. We
have talked to many PMs in small startups where everybody sits in
the same room and they get by well, without writing much down.
Conversely, we see that even smaller teams that don't sit together,
have a need to to write things down in a more structured way.

23 For those of us not in the U.S. (in Europe, pizzas are typically made for one person), this is
typically understood as around 6 team members, with a hard ceiling at 10. Never more than 10
members in a team.
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Another case is when there is a self-contained issue, such as clear-
cut bugs or obvious design improvements. In these cases a brief
description can be, e.g. on how to reproduce. But teams should be
aware that any issue might escalate into a lengthy discussion.

In all other cases, the team should make an effort to write things from
the Conversation down.

Avoid disconnected conversations,
write things down

In the ideal, two-pizza case, everybody that matters was in the

room during the whole conversation, and can bring up memories of
what was said by looking at notes and squiggles, like remembering a
vacation by looking at a vacation photo. If that is not the case, the PM
ends up trying to tell the story of a vacation to people who were not
there, using just one photo, metaphorically.

Or put more plainly, the problem is that the conversation gets
disconnected and spread across several meetings, communication
channels, and platforms. This leads to difficulties in keeping everyone
updated and on track and invariably to missed details, as making
updates across all places just becomes too much. Disconnected
conversations can make your job as a PM needlessly difficult.

The first step in putting the disconnected conversations back together
is to write things down. Let’s look next at how this can be done.
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2. Capture most details in epic documents

To be able to piece together the different conversations that happen
throughout the development process, most PMs write things down. A
pattern for this that we commonly see, and that can be successful, is
to write things in epic documents.

Write in one place, and if needed, refer to it

It is time-consuming and error-prone to make updates between tools
and documents. When details about a feature (or an experiment

or a bet) are first added to a new place, you need to put effort into
either copy-pasting details or doing an entire re-write. And then if
the information changes in one place, you then have a need to make
updates across the different places.

e Either you do update across. If you do decide to keep updating
information from and to both places after the transition, that is
not only a lot of manual transcription work. But on top of that,
work is needed to keep track of whether the different places
are in sync. And with every update made, there is a risk that a
mistake creeps in.

e Or youdon't. If you don't, it is likely to cause loss of information
during a handover, because the information was not moved. As
a result, there could be inconsistency among documents. This
means that the whole team might not be able to keep up with
some important details, making part of the team misinformed.
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Most PMs make updates some of the time. Working with multiple
sources of truth is painful, as you as the PM are responsible for
creating a shared understanding around features to build, and any
inconsistencies in documents put you in a difficult position.

There are two ways of reducing the number of updates across tools
and documents:

1. Reduce the number of places that contain details about the
feature. This means reviewing the process of detailing out
features, and removing some tools and documents, making sure
they are no longer used.

2. For places that cannot be removed, refer back to another place,
rather than adding redundant details there.

The best outcome is to have one place that is the single source of
truth, which means not having to make repetitive updates of the
same details beyond that place when changes occur.

The epic is the right level of scope for the
document

When the scope of the document intended to concretely detail what
to develop is too large, it tends to grow and become unwieldy and
risk becoming obsolete. When the scope is too narrow, it risks not
properly capturing the reasoning for developing the epic. Normally, a
single user story is a too narrow scope, as it is often a combination of
several user stories, an epic, that provides a customer outcome. That
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is why the epic is the right level of scope for the main document to
work with. It all depends, but if forced to generalize, we'd say that
an epic should comprise of 3-12 user stories, and last for 1-3 sprints.
If an epic risks lasting more than a quarter, it is probably better to
restructure it.

The ideal is to have a single epic document that contains all the
information about the feature/experiment/bet. Let’s look at how close
to that ideal it is possible to get.

Strive towards a single source of truth

Looking at how teams work with feature refinement, we find that
they often capture details about the features they build in several
tools and across several documents. Below are some practical
suggestions for moving towards working with a single source of
truth.

KEEP THE DETAILS OUT OF ROADMAPS

Most teams have a separate document for longer-term planning with
features to develop or problem areas to focus on, i.e. a roadmap.

Some teams use special roadmap tools that can illustrate the roadmap
akin to a Gantt chart?!. Of these, many also let the roadmap contain
more information about individual features, such as a more in-depth
description of the feature, customer feedback that led to it, and
different properties to use for prioritizing among features.

24 A Gantt chart is a type of bar chart that illustrates a project schedule.
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However, it’s not Agile to spend too much effort on making and
following a plan (ref Agile Manifesto). We see great PMs coordinate
with their stakeholders better by striking a balance and doing some
light-weight and tentative planning.

It’s not necessary to include all details about the features in the
roadmap. The priority of a feature, what impact goal it relates to,

and when to do it can be reflected in the roadmap, but it is better

to put the rest of the why-what-how into the epic document. A
straightforward approach is to have a document for each feature on
the roadmap, and then link to the epic documents from the roadmap.

PRESENT DIRECTLY FROM THE EPIC DOCUMENT

We think making slide presentations tends to be a waste of time.

We talk with PMs all the time who spend an inordinate amount of
time creating and updating slide presentations aimed at explaining
features to the team and stakeholders. Some PMs even create multiple
versions of the same presentation for different audiences.

However, we also see some PMs that manage to show their epic
documents directly to the people they are presenting to. This
sometimes requires them to do a bit of negotiation, as stakeholders
tend to prefer the slide format. And it requires that they keep their
documents in order. But it is much more effective.
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REFER TO DESIGNS

For features with Ul components most teams have sketches,
wireframes, prototypes, etc. The designers typically make these
available to the team using their own tools. Sometimes they share
their work by sending around different versions of design files.
Each of these then become potential sources of truth, causing more
complexity and confusion.

This is a part that most teams get roughly right. By referring from
other documents to designs in e.g. Overflow, the product design
communication platform, that they make sure are up to date,
ambiguity about what the source of truth is, and number of places to
update, is reduced.

REFER FROM TICKETS IN THE ISSUE TRACKING TOOL

Once the feature is detailed enough, tickets are added to an issue
tracking tool (e.g. Jira). Often further details about the feature will
be added in those tickets, to some extent a repetition of details from
documents, and to some extent new ticket-specific details. This adds
more potential sources of truth about the feature, and often the de
facto source of truth moves to the different Jira issues when the
transition is made.

This is problematic for PMs. On one hand, for stakeholders it is
important that the information in the document that they look at is
up to date. If the source of truth has been moved to Jira, then changes
made in Jira will make the epic documents obsolete. The information
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in the document might not be updated. However, the stakeholders
could still believe that the document is up to date, and Jira tickets
are often too granular for most stakeholders, which can then lead to
misunderstandings.

We see three main ways of handling this problem: updating across,
moving truth to Jira, and referring back to the document:

1. Some PMs put in the effort to update across to make sure the
epic document and the Jira issues are in sync. If done well, this
makes life easier for both stakeholders and developers but is
time-consuming and error-prone.

2. Some PMs try to be explicit about the fact that the truth moves
to Jira once tickets are created. One PM wrote “Obsolete. Source
of truth moved to Jira” in red at the top of documents. This
reduces the risk for misunderstandings and lets the developers
work in their preferred flow, but there is work to move
information to Jira, the flow is inaccessible to stakeholders
(whom the PM must also get to agree to the flow), and for any
thinking or change that needs to happen above the user story
level, the format is awkward and cumbersome.

3. Some PMs make sure the epic document remains the source of
truth. They write about the user stories in the epic document,
and then instead of adding information to the Jira ticket, they
refer back with a link to the relevant part of the epic document.
This avoids the handover and duplication of information,
accommodates late-stage changes better, and lets the
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stakeholders see all information easily, but requires developers
to navigate away from Jira. For this to work, the PM must get
the developers to agree and actually check in the document

so they can develop it as intended, challenge assumptions,

and maybe suggest more feasible solutions. This means the
document grows in length, but that can be handled by using an
outliner, something we will come back to later.

Based on the PMs we have talked to, the ones that go for the third
option tend to do best.

MERGE DOCUMENTS FROM ACROSS PHASES

Teams often create several different types of documents throughout
the process of developing the feature. Some examples are documents
from the early ideation phase (support tickets and customer
requests), from the discovery phase (customer interviews, technical
investigations), or later phases (requirements documents and detailed
specification documents).

Next, we will look at why it is best to put all details in those
documents directly into a single epic document, and how to make
that work.
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3. Let epic documents evolve with
its user stories across steps

A problem for teams is that with every step of the Archetypal
Product Management Process (from ideation to prioritization

to discovery to refinement to development to testing) there is a
potential handover into a new document, with risk of extra work or
information being lost and mistakes made.

The way to avoid this is to have the same epic document live across
the entire process. User stories can help, but it is also helpful to look
at how each of the different documents that teams create can fit into
a single epic document.
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Benefit from user stories across clarification,
scoping, and detailing of features

User stories are really useful. We have found that documents
centered around user stories are more effective, both as they center
naturally around what is valuable for the user, and as they provide
a good structure to work with, across the different stages of feature
development. The way to make a document truly centered on user
stories is to let the document evolve with the user stories.

e In the early stages of writing the document, the focus will be on
clarifying the problem and sketching a rough picture of what
the solution might look like. Then it will be enough to write
down potential user stories in the document.

e Inthe middle stages, the focus will be on agreeing on the
scope of the feature. Then, the most important thing will be
to prioritize which user stories to include, sorting them and
moving some of them into a “later” subheading. To do this,
especially for more complicated features, it can be a good idea
to do a user story mapping session and then paste a photo from
the whiteboard into the document.
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e Inthe later stages, the focus will be to figure out more about
how to complete the user stories in the first iteration. Then, it
is time to add more details under each user story heading, e.g.
acceptance criteria and use cases as well as designs, copy, flow,
and technical micro-decisions. If done properly, this can save
time in the transition to Jira.

Having the user stories in the document will give continuity as work
progresses through the steps of the process. A common pattern we
have seen among PMs to bring in user stories in their epic documents,
is to have a section dedicated to user stories.

Work with the same epic document
for all steps of the process

Across the different steps of the process, teams tend to create new
documents and otherwise disperse information about new features.
Let’'s look at a few of these situations, and how they can be handled.

CREATE THE EPIC DOCUMENT EARLY ON

Many teams use an “idea box” or something similar, where they
gather internal ideas or feedback from customers. They do this as
there can be a lot of ideas. But as soon as you start looking into an
idea, try creating an epic document embryo.

There are several reasons for doing this. Many teams struggle with
the distinction between the act of collecting ideas and actually
refining them. Creating epic documents early on gives you a clear
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way to separate these steps. If an idea comes up several times, each
time can be added to the list of feedback in the epic document, as
opposed to either having duplicate ideas, or starting to build out the
idea in the idea box. Also, the act of articulating potential user stories
for a feature as it is added to the epic document gives it more clarity.

WRITE DISCOVERY NOTES IN THE EPIC DOCUMENT

Spending time on discovery ensures that only features that make
sense to do (i.e. that are valuable, usable, and feasible) go into
development. The big risk with this is that discovery and delivery get
too separated. It is surprisingly common that the actual feedback or
data that led up to the feature being developed is not known to the
developers implementing the feature.

The way to mitigate this is by writing the discovery notes in the epic
document. That way, those who develop it can always just scroll up to
see the problem statement as well as any recorded customer feedback
or underlying data. (If you're thinking that these documents could

get massive, don’'t worry. Last in this chapter we will describe how to
mitigate this problem by using and outliner).

MAKE THE USER STORIES YOUR REQUIREMENTS

Some teams write a separate requirements document. All
requirements are core to the feature and should be in the epic
document. In fact it is often better to try to move away from the
format of “requirements” and towards user stories with acceptance
criteria.
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At first glance, it might seem like a superficial change, but like we
wrote earlier, the benefit of centering work around user stories is
that they are better suited to being used as a shared language. While
requirements risk becoming a separate list somewhere, the user
stories and their acceptance criteria will always be at the center of
the work for all parts of the team.

TECHNICAL DETAILS ARE ALSO WELCOME

It is common practice for tech teams to write separate documents for
e.g. tech investigations and tech specifications for different features.
By adding such details directly to the epic document instead, a
handover and potential contradictions can be avoided.

For technical details that pertain to a particular user story, it is better
to add them directly in the section for that user story, as they are
then readily available to the developer picking the user story up

in the issue tracker. The PMs that do this also tend to put technical
details that relate to the entire feature in the epic document, in a
separate section, continuing the pattern, and removing one degree of
separation.

79



4. Use a template that can anticipate topics

Writing an epic document gives the team a central place to know
what has been said and decided regarding the feature. To be useful,
this document needs to cover the most important details, and so
commonly runs to a couple of pages. With several PMs writing quite
a few such documents, this amounts to a lot of information.

Some teams go all-in on writing things down but get overwhelmed
with all the resulting text. Some teams balk at the prospect and

don’t write much down at all, with insights being lost and mistakes
made. I believe that it is possible to get the best out of both worlds by
working in a structured way, using a template as a starting point.

Let’s break down why a template helps and what template
specifically to use.

The magic of using a template

Every feature is different, and the details will vary. But looked at
over time, epic documents tend to cover the same or similar topics.
Therefore good PMs will typically find their writing style over time,
and converge on a format to use as a starting point.

This works well with 1 or maybe 2 PMs in the organization. But, as
the organization grows, so does the total number of people writing
epic documents. Without any effort or thought going into this, the
result is likely that these documents will look quite different.
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Generally, for any process that is repeated many times, variance can
be problematic. Specifically, if every PM has their individual style of
writing documents, this will lead to two problem:s:

e [t will be much harder for the person who will read these
documents to find the information they want if all documents
look different.

e If the PMs have not talked to each other to find a “best practice”
for writing epic documents, it is likely that variance between
how they write these documents means that some PMs do it
less well. This likely means that feature refinement quality is
suffering as a result.

The solution to problems with variance is to standardize. A good

way to do this is to agree on a template for all PMs to use as a starting
point when writing epic documents. To keep exibility and avoid
limiting the PMs in their work, it is important that the template is just
that, a starting point.

Using a template as a starting point for writing epic documents can
yield three benefits:

It can ensure that the most important aspects of your features

are covered. This, in turn, can increase the quality not only of the
documents but the entire feature refinement process. Of course,
this requires that your template actually covers the most important
aspects.
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e It can make it easier for the team and stakeholders to navigate
within the document and find what they are looking for. If a
consistent structure is used across documents, the documents
will be readable and easy to use both for stakeholders and for
the all development teams.

e It can reduce “writer’s block”. If you have ever dealt with it,
you know that this can be quite a hurdle. Templates can help
with this. Rather than starting from a blank page, you will
have something to look at and start with, helping you place
your thoughts into a structure. This will speed up the writing
process.

Principles for a good template

By looking at documents from hundreds of the PMs we interviewed,
we found some principles for how to write documents that help
facilitate the conversation. The first three principles are related to
best practices we discussed above, and the fourth relates to the user
experience of the readers:

Epic level. The feature is the right level of scope for the document.

Focused on user stories. Epic documents centered around user stories
can use the evolution of the user stories as an anchor throughout the
process.

Both discovery and delivery. Epic documents should cover both
discovery and delivery. The template needs to accommodate this,
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with headings on both high-level items like what problem to solve
and more detailed ones for e.g. tech details.

Structured for stakeholder readability. People will read the
document in different ways. Executive stakeholders will read from
the top and want a concise description of the problem, the solution,
the measure of success, and the roll-out plan. The stakeholders

that requested or are affected by the feature will also be interested
in what user stories will be implemented. Specific functional
stakeholders find it helpful to have a section of the document that
speaks directly to them (e.g. QA, design, analytics, copywriting). The
development team will go all the way into the details of each user
story and down to further details.

Example epic document template

Based on the above principles and looking at lots of epic documents
by great PMs, we developed what we believe is the best epic
document template to start with:
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Name of epic

Summary

Problem

Explanation for why we want to do this epic. Maybe some supporting feedback or data.

Solution

Overview of approach to solve the problem. Maybe a comparison of different solutions.

Measure of success

Description of how to evaluate whether the epic solved the problem.

Rollout plan

Actions needed to ensure the epic is successfully implemented

Stories

Solution as user stories. One bullet per story. Details like acceptance criteria as sub-
bullets. To be linked to Jira once ready.

Later

User stories that will be sliced out, i.e. not included in the first iteration.

Details

Unsorted questions

Place to quickly add questions to resolve, to be moved to other section later.

Scope

Questions relating to slicing, what to include in the first version of this epic.

Design

Text, links, images, and questions relating to user flows and designs.

Copy
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Copy

Iext ana questions relating 1o wnat wording 1o use.

Tech

Tech details and choices (e.g. dependency links, data structure, etc.).

QA

Details relating to quality assurance and testing automation.

Security

Details relating to security, specific risks and how to mitigate.

Analytics

Description of how to ensure tracking implemented for new functionality.

Meeting notes

One bullet per meeting, beginning with date. Notes and details as sub-bullets.

But of course, the template is just a starting point. It should be used

as a base and be open to changes. Depending on the feature, it can be
adapted with judgment, with headings and sections added, changed,
moved, or removed®. And working dynamically with the structure of
a document is much easier using an outliner.

25 But whatever you do, make sure that your epic documents still have headings to answer the two
questions “What problem are we trying to solve?”, and “How will we measure success?”.
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“My team at Storytel has been using feature refinement templates
for several months now. There are too many benefits to enumerate
all, but giving a consistent structure to our projects is key.

Now everyone in the organization, regardless of position, knows
what to expect when they follow a project link and knows where
the information relevant to them will be in the structure.

We no longer struggle with keeping our projects sufficiently
documented, we always start with a template and then we insist
we do all our work - even Jira - from the document, refer back to
the relevant part of the document, and then documentation is done
automatically.”

- David BoZjak, Tech Manager at Storytel

5. Get the structure you need with an outliner

An outliner is a type of word processor where the document is
represented as a tree structure with bullets. Outliners are widely
used by authors and screenplay writers to write synopsis for movies
and books. Working with a document in an outliner gives the
person writing more flexibility in engaging with the structure of the
document, e.g. zooming into, collapsing, or moving around parts of it.

Below is an example of what a document can look like in an outliner.
It is the same template from the last section, but looked at with an
outliner:
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Problem

Explanation for why we want to do this epic. Maybe some supporting feedback or data.
Solution
Overview of approach to solve the problem. Maybe a comparison of different solutions.
Measure of success

Description of how to evaluate whether the epic solved the problem.

Rollout plan

i

Actions needed to ensure the epic is successfully implemented
© Stories

——=o  Solution as user stories. One bullet per story. Details like acceptance criteria as sub-bullets. To be
linked to Jira once ready.

User stories that will be sliced out, i.e. not included in the first iteration.
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Unsorted questions
Place to quickly add questions to resolve, to be moved to other section later.

Scope

i

Questions relating to slicing, what to include in the first version of this epic.

Design

FL

Text, links, images, and questions relating to user flows and designs.

O
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Text and questions relating to what wording to use.

Tech

rl

Tech details and choices (e.g. dependency links, data structure, etc.).

QA

FL

Details relating to quality assurance and testing automation.

Security

|

o Details relating to security, specific risks and how to mitigate.

Analytics
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Analytics
Description of how to ensure tracking implemented for new functionality
Meeting notes

One bullet per meeting, beginning with date. Notes and details as sub-bullets

Working with a template helps make sure the document contains
all the relevant information. However, it creates a problem in that
the document risks growing in size and becoming unwieldy. That
problem is to a large extent mitigated by using an outliner, as you can
collapse it, and let readers see only the stuff that is relevant for them.

In combination with a template, an outliner brings four benefits:

e First, by collapsing the document, a reader can navigate among
the headings of the template faster, even if lots of details
have been added to the document. A reader that is new to
a document does not have to be overwhelmed by all of the
content, but can dive directly into the parts relevant to them.

e Second, working from an overview of the headings in the
document, it becomes simpler to add things to the right place,
as there is no longer any need to scroll around looking for a
specific part of the document. This makes it easier to adhere to
the structure of the document.
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Third, the structure of a template should always just be seen as
a starting point, not a rigid structure to be conned by. Being able
to see the structure of the document, and being able to make
changes by drag-drop or keyboard shortcuts, using an outliner
makes it much more straightforward to change the structure,
revising the hierarchy of headings or adding new sections.

And last but not least, once you become comfortable with
working in an outliner, you will start using keyboard shortcuts
more and more and find that it also allows you to, for example,
split, merge, and move around paragraphs much faster. You
may not become an author overnight, but it will make you a
more effective writer. And more well-written and engaging epic
documents are more likely to be read, which is of course useful
if the goal is to create a shared understanding.
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“I love using an outliner. I use it for everything I ever write
nowadays and I think the reason it’s so powerful is that it kinda
mimics how both conversation and thoughts generally work.

For feature documents specifically the outlining functionality is the
one thing that makes it possible at all to keep these documents single
sources of truth with all the complexity and details that are needed

at the same time as making it possible for more remote stakeholders
to quickly get an overview.”

- Mikael Holmquist, Product Manager at Storytel

“I use an outliner to write structured feature documents to give
my team and external stakeholders a high level overview with

the ability to take a deeper dive into the features we are building.
Not only does it keep initiatives in context, but also it allows me to
“double-click” and present more detail about the design or technical
execution all in one place.

Using an outliner streamlines my ability to organize, plan, and
present into one document, which saves me time, reduces errors,
and keeps everyone on the same page.”

- Sun Kim, Senior Product Manager, Kabbage
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CHAPTER 4

Expose micro-decisions
through questions

ou work your way through the complexities of the job

by prioritizing impact while focusing on customer
outcomes, talking in the language of user stories, and
capturing it in epic documents as the single source of
truth. So far so good. But to really get through all of the
aggregated complexity, there are a lot of details that you
need to get people to agree on. These details are what we
refer to as micro-decisions.

Here we have seen PMs come out on top by doing five things:
1. Recognize the many micro-decisions
2. Frame decisions as explicit questions with decisions as answers
3. Practice the art of asking the right questions
4. Facilitate structured discussions for the difficult decisions

5. Make the decision-making process transparent within the doc
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1. Recognize the many micro-decisions

Most PMs don’t think about it this way, but a core part of their job is
facilitating decision making. For every feature they build, they need
to make sure lots and lots of decisions are made. Some are obvious
decisions, such as when to build the feature and what functionality
to include in the first iteration. But if you think about it, almost every
aspect of a feature can be boiled down to a decision that needs to be
made.

To emphasize this multitude of decisions, we like to talk about micro-
decisions. Micro-decisions can be of all kinds. Their topics range from
scope to tech to design to copy. For example, when choosing a tech
library or determining what data structure to use, you're making

a micro-decision. Setting the sequence of a user flow and selecting
what type of component to use (e.g. modal vs. popover) are also
micro-decisions.

Facilitating all these micro-decisions effectively is a real challenge
for many PMs. Using the epic document as the single source of truth
for all the details give PMs some control. But as long as the team is
working on a feature, the epic document will to some extent be in
flux. It will be discussed during a number of meetings.
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To better stay on top of not only of what has been decided, but also
on what has been discussed so far, and what is left to decide, you can
distinguish between three types of comments in these meetings:

1. Comments directly relating to one aspect of the feature, e.g.
“What tracking should we add for this feature?”

2. Comments relating to the discussion on one of the micro-
decisions, e.g. “I can't remember, what were the reasons for that
decision?”

3. Comments relating to the overall status of the feature, e.g.
“What is left to decide for this feature?”

However, many PMs struggle - keeping up all this on a daily basis is
difficult. Specifically, two parts of how PMs handle these challenges
warrant further attention:

1. How they frame micro-decisions to make them easy to discuss
and come to a joint conclusion on.

2. Where and how they note down and follow up on micro-
decisions to make it easy to see what has been decided, why,
and what is left to decide.

In our interviews, we saw many different approaches to this. We also
noted a wide variance in how well PMs thought their approaches
were working. The way PMs work with micro-decisions can have a
great impact on the extent to which they manage to create shared
understanding. Yes, the devil is in the details.
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2. Frame decisions as explicit questions
with decisions as answers

It matters how PMs try to capture the decisions that are being made.
It almost always makes sense to take notes on decisions relating to
the feature. In theory, there are two exceptions, either if everything
about the feature is entirely obvious, or if everybody giving input to
or working with the feature will be present in all meetings where the
feature is discussed. But since these rarely occur, PMs do best to take
notes on decisions.

When writing down information about a decision, the way it is
written down can affect how easy it will be to collaborate around.
There are three main ways of framing decisions, with increasing
degrees of explicitness:

1. IMPLICIT DECISION IN TEXT

One common way decisions can be captured in a document is by
being referred to implicitly.

Let’s clarify by looking at the example of choosing OAuth as the
standard for user authorization. Implicitly capturing such a decision
could mean part of a technical description of the feature contains text
along the lines of:

“.then OAuth access tokens will be sent..”
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The benefit of this approach is that it is lightweight and requires little
upfront time or effort. But the decision lacks visibility. This increases
the risk of the decision not being noticed by people that may have

a valid objection. It also increases the risk that different parts of the
document imply contradictory decisions .

2. EXPLICIT DECISION

Another approach for capturing decisions is by simply stating the
decision in plain text. Using the same example of OAuth, this may
look something like:

“Users will be authorized using OAuth.”

This approach requires some effort but solves the problem of decision
visibility. However, a person reading this does not get any sense of
the considerations that preceded the decision or if any alternatives
were considered.

3. EXPLICIT QUESTION WITH DECISION AS ANSWER

The third approach is to explicitly state the question that the decision
tries to answer, and then write the decision as an answer to that
question.

For OAuth, this may look like:
“What standard to use for user authorization? OAuth.”

This approach requires a bit more effort upfront, as it forces thinking
on what underlying question the decision addresses. Writing both



the question and the decision also typically makes the document a bit
longer, as opposed to just writing the decision.

But this approach also brings a number of benefits:

e Writing the question also means thinking about the problem
being solved.

e Asking a question opens up the thinking of people who read the
document, making them think also of alternative answers.

e Evaluating different alternatives typically yields better
decisions.

e Writing the rationale down makes it easier to come back to the
decisions.
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3. Practice the art of asking
the right questions

Many decisions benefit from being formulated as answers to a
question. And the effort of doing so is often worthwhile. When
formulating explicit questions for your micro-decisions, there are two
things to think about:

Use judgement when evaluating the number of
micro-decisions to write out explicitly as both
question and decision

Too many questions and you won't see the forest for all the trees.

Too few questions and it is likely that you are not exposing your
thinking enough to your team/stakeholders to enable them to give
you feedback. For example, questions where the answer would be a
point of fact rather than a decision do not need to be written out. The
litmus test for whether to write out a micro- decision as an explicit
question is:

“Is this an obvious choice, or is it possible that any stakeholder/team
member would object to this?”

So, how many questions should there be for a feature? - “How long is

a piece of string?” - no seriously, it of course depends, but if forced to

generalize, based on what we have seen, 10-20 questions are probably
the right amount for a feature that takes one two-week sprint to
complete.
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Aim to formulate unbiased questions with options
that can be expressed concisely

To simplify, there are three types of questions: Yes/no, multi-option,
and open. Some decisions are better stated as yes/no questions, but
often it is meaningful to rephrase them as multi-option questions,

as that opens up the thinking to alternative answers. Don'’t use
questions that are too open, as these are harder to give a clear
answer to, and thus to make a decision on. Instead, break them down
to questions that can have concise answers. Moreover, formulate
your questions in an unbiased way, even when there is a strong
hypothesis, making a preliminary decision is a better way to reveal
the hypothesis.

4. Facilitate structured discussions
for the difficult decisions

Most of the micro-decisions captured as questions can be decided
rather quickly. But for most features, there are a few questions that
risk triggering long-winded discussions where people talk past each
other, both wasting time and causing frustration.

PMs have a lot to gain by sensing whenever one of these thorny
discussions are coming up, and then stepping in as a facilitator. With
some structured facilitation, most discussions can be fairly quickly
resolved.

One framework for such structured facilitation is the Six Thinking
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Hats. As a pedagogical device, it represents different kinds of thinking
with six hats?:

Blue hat - The Big Picture - Thinking about thinking, where are
we on the agenda, what questions should we discuss?

White hat - Facts & Information - Identifying and presenting
information that is needed, what do we need to know to have an
informed discussion?

Green hat - Alternatives and creativity - Coming up with ideas
for answers to the questions posed, what if we do it like this?

Black hat - Critical Judgement - Highlighting problems and
risks, coming up with cons for different options

Yellow hat - Positive Judgement - Emphasizing upsides and
benefits, the good things, coming up with pros for different
options

Red hat - Feelings & Intuition - Gut instinct on what to do, either
in the early phase of the discussion or later on taking pros and
cons into account, what option do you think is the best?

You can facilitate tricky discussions by adding direction regarding
what hat the participants should put on, for example:

e If one alternative seems too good to be true, you can say “let’s
put on the black hat, what are the problems or risks?”

26 From the book Six Thinking Hats by Edward de Bono.
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e [f it seems the team is stuck with two bad alternatives, you can
say “let’s put on the green hat, are there any other alternatives
here?”

e I[fitisnot clear what it is the team is discussing, you can say
“let’s put on the blue hat, what is the question we are trying to
answer here?”

e Andsoon..

Adding structure, balance, and direction to a discussion can be
incredibly powerful, and allow the team to make better decisions, in
less time, while still having a high degree of involvement.

“I find it incredibly powerful to have the mindset of evaluating
alternatives. So many times I find a single solution to a problem
described in documents, without even considering that another
solution could be possible. Often there are other solutions,
sometimes they are better. By making the evaluation of alternatives
explicit, we can make much better decisions.”

- Staffan Eketorp, Software Engineering Manager at Apple
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5. Make the decision-making process
transparent within the document

PMs who are diligent about capturing micro-decisions and framing
them properly run into the next problem: Now there are a lot of
decisions to facilitate and follow up on.

In our interviews with PMs, we found four different ways of dealing
with this challenge, each with its pros and cons:

1. SEPARATE SPREADSHEET

~ o~ T O00% v § % .0 00 123v Al ~| 10 vszg.i . H Eviv»-Yy oW Y~
A B c
' Questions
? What copy should be used for assign related items, actions & visualisations? To be decided  ~
®  What copy should be used for communication around resolved assignments? To be reviewed ~ Complete / mark as complete / completed assignments / ...
*  should it be possible for a user to remove a comment / assignment? Decided -~ No
®  Should it be possible to add several assignments to a single bullet? To be reviewed ~ Yes
°  Should it be possible to include multiple assignees in a single assignment? Decided
" should it be possible to create an assignment with no assignees? To be decided  ~
®  Should we add a tooltip to the ‘@' mention icon in the comment form? Decided ~ Yes
®  Who s able to resolve an assignment? To be decided -
% What should the wording be for Slack notifications? To be decided -
""" Where should a notification be sent to the assigner? To be decided -
' How should it be possible to hide 'hidden’ items? To be reviewed ~ Not at all in the first step
* " Should we show assignments for collapsed bullets? Decided ~ No
" What sort order of stacked assignment chips? To be decided  ~

Some PMs keep a separate spreadsheet where they track all the
decisions to be made relating to a certain feature (as in the image
below).
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This approach makes it natural for PMs to formulate decisions

as explicit questions as well as show decision status and other
comments. However, it separates the questions from their context
into a separate document, which means the PM needs to work with
two sources of truth, one for the process and one for the content. This
can be cumbersome and risks leading to mistakes.

2. SEPARATE SECTION

E Assign functionality + ® ® ~ 8
File Edit View Insert Format Tools Add-ons Help
~ o~ @ A P 100% v  Heading2 v  Aral v 16 'BIQA” o@EEY =Ev 12 EvEvEE X 2~ A
1 2 1 2 3 4 5 6 -~ 7
Questions

i What copy should be used for assign related items, actions & visualisations?

What copy should be used for communication around resolved assignments?
Complete / mark as complete / completed assignments / ...

Should it be possible for a user to remove a comment / assignment?
No

« Should it be possible to add several assignments to a single bullet?
Yes

Should it be possible to include multiple assignees in a single assignment?
Should it be possible to create an assignment with no assignees?
Should we add a tooltip to the ‘@' mention icon in the comment form?

Who is able to resolve an assignment?

Some PMs have a separate section in their epic document where they
write down questions that need a decision (see image below).

This approach also makes it natural for PMs to formulate decisions
as explicit questions, but decision status is typically not as clear. Also,
even though the decisions are now in the same document, they are
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still somewhat separated from context, which typically leads to a lot
of scrolling.

3. DOCUMENT HIGHLIGHTS OR COMMENTS

E Assign functionality # & & ~ B8

File Edit View Insert Format Tools Add-ons Help

~ o~ @ A P 100% v  Heading2 <~ Al v % v B I UA S oF@LE = 12 E-E-EE X 7~ A~
1 — 1 2 3 4 5 6 - 7
E]
General
Scope

For our first iteration of the assign functionality we decided to make it accessible to the
user via the existing quick menu and hamburger menu.

A separate page with a dashboard will be available for the user to see all received and
given assignments across all documents. TBD (review next) This means that to go
through all the assignments, the user would have to navigate back and forth between
the dashboard (TBD copy) page and the pages with the documents that the
assignments point to.

The user can assign anyone that is a member of the active team. It's not possible to
assign >1 user.

Design
https://projects.invisionapp.com/d/main#/projects/prototypes/14960260

Stories

User can assign a bullet to another user in the "Add comment" section

Some PMs make highlights and/or comments in the sections of the
document that the decisions pertain to. A common pattern is to
highlight parts of the document to indicate that a decision is needed,
another is to call out that a decision is needed using document
commenting functionality (the image below shows what highlights
might look like).

Unlike the other two approaches, the decisions are not separated
from the context. However, as the decisions are not stated as
questions, the status of the decision is not always clear, and
comments can be somewhat disorganized. Also, once the decision is
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made, highlights and comments are typically removed, which makes
it difficult to know if there was any discussion, and if so what was
said.

4. WITHIN RELEVANT SECTIONS

can choose to get the books they buy delivered to their homes.

9 What books should be available in the online book store?

B Top selling books
O Allbooks
& Requires a lot of manual work
© Top selling books

£ =80% of our current sales

Some PMs write decisions as explicit questions in the sections of

the document that the decisions pertain to. This is typically done

by writing the question on a new line. Alternatives considered and
other details on the discussion can be added and indented below (see
animation below). This approach ties together the best parts of the
previous approaches, and we found that PMs that use this approach
managed to combine working within a context with clarity regarding
decisions being made.

We see that option 4 typically works best (question within the
relevant section). If a question has come up and it is not yet clear
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where in the document a question should go, option 2 can make
sense (separate section in the document with open questions). If

the underlying question is not yet clear or to indicate parts of the
document that need more work, option 3 can make sense (highlights
and comments). We see some meticulous PMs make option 1 work
(separate spreadsheet), but they often both save time and make their
decision making more transparent by moving to option 4.
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A FINAL EXAMPLE

What it can look
like in practice

We have gone through four approaches to working with feature
documents. I hope you have found them helpful. During the many
revisions of this book (far too many, I have to admit), one consistent
feedback that I received was to add more examples. Therefore, in this
final chapter, I have tried to create one example epic document and
briefly point out how it illustrates the approaches.

About the example document

Before going onto the example itself, I'd like to first add some caveats
and then position the example a bit. The approaches described in the
book are more high-level guidelines to be applied with judgement
than a detailed set of rules to follow to the letter. Also, I have seen
many different takes work well, applying the approaches slightly
differently. Because of this, I was a bit hesitant to put my foot

down and say “this is what a good epic document should look like".
Nonetheless, because you guys asked for it, below is my take on what
a good epic document could look like. Please take it for what it is, an
example, and be mindful that a lot of the choices depend on where
you are as a company, what stage, what priorities, what constraints,
what type of feature, etc.
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To make it as relatable as possible I tried to pick one of the epics I have
seen the most times - the adding of Google signup/login. Maybe you
have done it (and recognize the thinking) or maybe you are about to
do it (and get some clarity from the example). It is an amalgam of a lot
of different documents doing more or less the same thing.

To avoid overloading you with too many details at the same time,

I have collapsed part of the document, for example I think you

can imagine what might be under the headings “conversion data”,
“customer feedback”, “examples from other tools”. I also collapsed all
user stories except one, to illustrate the point. In the details section, I
collapsed most sections but kept “analytics” expanded, as I think some
details there relate to the first chapter about driving towards impact.
In general, when using documents to communicate with different
stakeholders, it is good to expand the parts relevant to them, and
collapse most of the rest. With that in mind, the expand-collapse state
of the document as shown below can be said to be roughly tailored to
a discussion with an executive stakeholder and the business analyst
that will implement the tracking and setup the relevant analytics
dashboards.

Without further ado, here is the document. In the section after, I
will reason about how the four different approaches can be seen
throughout the document.
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Example epic document

Single Sign-On
> DLBR-2938 ToDo Single Sign-On coe

Summary
Problem

Acquisition is our focus (second A in AAARRR), but we have a poor conversion from started
signup to completed signup. Specifically, we have a problem in that only 10% of the users
who initially enter their email go on to complete the signup.

The step in the process where people drop off is where they leave the browser window to go
and find and click the verification email. We also heard customers complain about this step.

We have checked, and it is not a problem of slow email delivery (they get delivered with good
spam rating and quickly), but rather that most don't bother to go through that process.

> Conversion data
> Customer feedback
Solution

e What should the main approach to problem be?
I Enable SSO accounts, e.g. Google

© Enable SSO accounts, e.g. Google
£ Common way to do it
£3 Very low friction (not even need to type email address)
£3 Very quick to do as our accounts library supports 3rd party login off the shelf
£ Not all users have/want to use SSO accounts

© Allow signup with unverified emails
£ Some prefer to use email, this would be lowest friction for them
£ Would require us to add later verification step

£ Would require us to handle unverified user rights (e.g. maybe disallow them to
invite others)
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invite others)
> Examples from other apps
Measure of success

Signup completion rate, all the way from when users click "sign up” to when the are past the
signup wizard and enter the app.

It is currently at 5%, which is not nearly good enough.
After this improvement, 15% should be considered a success.

The reason it may not be much higher, is that we have observed a ~50% obviously
fake emails from the first step, and it is not feasible that these will be affected.

Rollout plan
Stories

User Story Map

Invite Sign up Login
v V1 (3)
Sign up with Google Log in with Google
account account
v V2 (2)
Invite Google account by Join with Google account
email via invite link

\2
Sign up with Google account
» [J DLBR-2939 ToDo Sign up with Google account oo
> Acceptance criteria
Desian
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Design
Questions

What should the relative status of the signup methods be on signup page?
[ILEDEN Make decision

© Show only Google, with click required to see email

£ Would (almost) ensure that all users with Google account use it
to sign up, which should result in higher conversion

3 Users that pick email are unlikely to convert anyway, so don't lose
much by adding friction to that option

& Annoying for people who don't have/want to use Google account
© Promote Google, with email as secondary

3 Likely much higher conversion rate

&) Not all users have Google account
© Promote email, with Google as secondary

£ Lower threshold to get initial contact info (even if they don't
follow verification email, we can still follow up with them with
email, but with Google they need to complete the SSO step for us
to get their email)

B We know the conversion rate is abysmal
© Equally promoted
> Research
> Tasks
Log in with Google account

» [J DLBR-2940 ToDo Log inwith Google account

Log out from any SSO account

» [J DLBR-2941 ToDo Log outfrom any SSO account

v2
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> Invite Google account by email

» [J DLBR-2942 ToDo Invite Google account by email eoe
> Join with Google account via invite link
» [ DLBR-2943 ToDo Join with Google account via invite link cee

Later
Allow all Google accounts from whitelisted domain
Sign up with Facebook account

Log in with Facebook account

Details
Unsorted questions
Should we indicate that Google accounts can be used already at the main landing page?
[T Make decision
B Users don't worry about how to sign up before they have decided to do it
B Would add unnecessary cognitive load
Scope
9 What accounts should we support?
Google, Facebook - First Google, then Facebook

© Google
© Facebook
© Microsoft

O Apple
Design

Copy
Tech
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Tech
QA
Security
Analytics
Tracking to add
We already have tracking for
Signup initiated
Email entered
Email verified
Signup completed
We need to add tracking for
SSO initiated
SSO completed
Analyses to set up
Split of email vs SSO as chosen signup method

Comparison of Email-entered->Email-verified vs SSO-initiated->SSO-completed -
hypothesis that SSO will be much higher

Comparison of Signup-initiated->Signup-completed (using email) vs Signup-initiated-
>Signup-completed (using SSO) - hypothesis that SSO will still be higher

Hypotheses to be verified
~30% of users will choose SSO
~90% completion rate for SSO step
For rest of signup flow, SSO users will convert same as verified email users
This should yield > 15% signup completion rate

Meeting notes
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The approaches seen in the example

Let’s briefly go through how each of the four approaches from the
book can be seen in the example document.

Drive towards impact, base it on research

The link to the overall focus of the business is clear in the problem
statement. Research in the form of both quantitative data and
qualitative feedback is included (albeit collapsed for brevity). The link
between the business impact (signup conversion) and the customer
outcome (frustration in signup flow) is also clear. Beyond that, it is
also elaborated what success looks like, and how to evaluate whether
success has been reached.

Embrace user stories as a shared language

The epic is expressed as a set of user stories. To put the stories into
context and to help prioritization/slicing, the stories are projected
on a user story map. For each of the stories, the conversation
continues with more details in the document, culminating in a set of
acceptance criteria (although only shown for the one user story that
is expanded).
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Create a shared understanding

The details are written in a document at the epic-level, with the
template in the book as the starting point. Although rather difficult to
illustrate, one can imagine that the document evolved from basically
only a problem statement, with more details added over time, and
with a few things that need to be decided and closed down before
deploy. The fact that things can be collapsed to avoid cognitive
overload illustrates that an outliner has been used.

Expose micro-decisions through explicit questions

Although leaving much of the collapsed content to imagination,
there are a few visible non-obvious questions that have been posed
explicitly and directly in the relevant part of the document (or in
the questions to be sorted section). For some questions, decisions
have been made. For some questions, rationale has been added. The
questions, decisions, and rationale have been clearly marked.
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| want your example epic documents

I hope you found the approaches and example both insightful and
thought provoking!

The research that led to this book is still very much ongoing and
we are always looking to learn more, and so any feedback is greatly
appreciated.

The next step in the research will be to elaborate with more examples
and anecdotes on blog.delibr.com. Therefore I would especially
appreciate:

Examples of what your epic documents look like, ideally with
comments on what affected the way you designed the document (e.g.
the context of your company and the process that they fit into).

Anecdotes of how you work that relate to the approaches in the book
(in the form of stories, quotes, screenshots, etc.), either in agreement
with the book or rationale for why it is better to work another way.

Please send them to info@delibr.com.

Hopefully that can trigger some good discussions.
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Amit Rajput, Product Strategy Advisor at mipOS

Sergio Reyes, Product Owner at

Patrick Rice, Product Owner at Equifax

Carolyn Ripley, Product Manager at CyberGrants
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Benjamin Walker, Business Process Strategy Manager,
Vice President at BBVA in the USA

Carol Walport, Product Manager at Google

Katie Walters, Product Manager at Digital Scientists
Jack Wheeler, Product Manager at The New York Times
Kas Williams, Technical Product Manager at Otis Elevator Company
Benjamin Wilson, Application engineer at FDB

Amelie Wisniak, VP of Product at Pypestream
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Shany Yeshanov, Product Manager
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Book backstory

Hi, I'm Nils Janse. I'm an
engineer by education?, a
management consultant

by training®, and an
entrepreneur by occupation?.

But to be perfectly honest, my
motivation for writing this
book isn’t only to help product
managers, but also to save

| democracy.

I believe that product managers are leaders among knowledge
workers. By reading this book they can become better at making
deliberate decisions in close collaboration with other people. Because
this will make them expect the same of others, it will make them, and
the other knowledge workers they inspire, better citizens. Over time,
I hope this will help the survival of democracy.

27 MSc Industrial Engineering / Mechatronics, the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH)
28 6 years at McKinsey, incl. several projects involving teams working with product development
29 Several startups, incl. traffic control system with app used by all subway drivers in Stockholm.
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Seems like a big leap? I'll break it down into seven steps:

1.

Passion - I became super passionate about democracy by
traveling, experiencing and comparing the top and the bottom
out of The Economist Democracy Index*°.

Problem - Yet democracy seems to be in trouble: political
debates on TV often resemble kindergarten disagreements, not
to mention debate on e.g. Twitter.

Vision - What if they sounded like: “Ok, so on the question of A,
although I disagree with your proposed alternative B, I do think
you have a strong argument for it with C. However, I believe

in alternative D, as I think the argument E is even stronger,
because of fact F”’

App attempt 1 - In 2012, I tried to develop an app directly for
politicians to make the vision come true. I failed miserably, as
they were motivated by winning over the opposition, not in
having balanced debates.

App attempt 2 - Then we tried to make an app for collaborative
decision-making for business. We had some early success, but
failed the_toothbrush test.

App attempt 3 - Our best use cases were PMs facing decisions
on questions with a few alternatives, evaluated by several
people - perfect for the app. To pass the toothbrush test we

30 Visited from top: Nordics & the Netherlands, from bottom: Chad & North Korea
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made a major pivot into an app for writing feature documents,
where the app to facilitate the decision-making became one
feature. This worked much better.

7. Research - To really understand the use case and how PMs
can become more effective in their job, I spent the past couple
of years interviewing hundreds of product managers, and
working more closely with many of them. This book is the
result.

To sum up, with this book I attempt two things. First, to codify

what I have learnt and make it useful to product managers. Second,
to promote skills and behaviours that it would be great if citizens
expected of their democratically elected leaders. In a democracy,
over time, people tend to get the leaders they deserve. This may take
decades, but when I thought about what to do, this is the best I could
come up with...
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