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Summary

In today's fast-paced and competitive business environment, Product Managers and Product Owners play
pivotal roles in Agile teams' success by effectively managing product backlogs, aligning teams with
strategic goals, and maximizing customer value. The landscape of product management is continuously
evolving, making it essential for those in Product Ownership roles to stay ahead by honing their skills and
adopting best practices.

Product Ownership is a Challenging Role to Fulfill Successfully

Product Owners (and Product Managers) must overcome many challenges to deliver value and drive
product success considering constrained team capacity, competing priorities, and shifting priorities — all
while working to deliver consistently and directly to business objectives, measurable results, product-
market fit, and profitability.

This white paper provides pragmatic and actionable technique to help the challenges faced by Product

Owners, along with several practical techniques and resources to overcome these challenges and excel in
their roles.

Define and Communicate a Clear Product Vision

A clear and compelling product vision serves as the guiding light for product development, ensuring that
all stakeholders are aligned and working towards common goals. To effectively elicit input from customers
and key stakeholders, Product Owners can use techniques like brainstorming sessions, workshops, and
stakeholder interviews. Aligning the product vision and roadmap with strategic goals, such as Objectives
and Key Results (OKRs), helps ensure that product development efforts contribute to the organization's
overall success.

To create and communicate the product vision and roadmap effectively, Product Owners can leverage tools
and methods like story mapping, product roadmaps, vision statements, and other visualization techniques.
These tools help articulate the product vision in a concise and compelling manner, enabling stakeholders
to understand and support the product's direction.

Effectively Prioritize the Product Backlog

Product Owners must continuously balance competing priorities, ensuring that features and backlog items
align with customer problems and the organization's strategic goals. Employing various prioritization
methods can help Product Owners make informed decisions about where to invest resources. Some
popular prioritization frameworks include RICE (Reach, Impact, Confidence, and Effort), WSIF (Weighted
Shortest Job First), the Eisenhower Matrix, Kano Analysis, and Pirate Metrics (AARRR: Acquisition,
Activation, Retention, Referral, and Revenue).



Improve Backlog Clarity and Communication

Maintaining a clear and well-organized product backlog is essential for effective product development.
Product Owners can improve backlog clarity by engaging in purposeful preparation and backlog
refinement, ensuring that backlog items are well-defined, prioritized, and actionable. Establishing a
regular cadence of backlog-focused conversations with the team helps ensure that short-term priorities
are addressed and aligned with long-term release plans and roadmaps.

Product Owners must also align backlog priorities with customer problems and strategic goals while
ensuring that technical solutions fit within the organization's architectural roadmap and adhere to
compliance, software reliability, and security guidelines. Open communication and collaboration with
cross-functional teams, including development, design, and operations, are crucial for achieving this
alignment and fostering a shared understanding of priorities.

Relentlessly Pursue and Invest in Personalized Training and Professional Development

Continued education and personal/professional development are vital for Product Owners and Product
Managers to stay ahead in their careers and adapt to the ever-evolving landscape of product ownership.
In addition to the Certified Scrum Product Owner (CSPO) training and Product Uplift Precision Coaching
offered by ThinkLouder, there are several other essential skills that Product Owners should prioritize in
their professional development:

e Prioritizing and Roadmapping

Customer Research and Empathy

e Business Acumen and Financial Skills

Stakeholder Management and Communication

Leadership and Team Collaboration

What You Can Do to Master Product Ownership

Embracing continuous growth and learning is the key to mastering product ownership and maximizing
customer value. As a Product Owner or Product Manager, it is crucial to keep refining your skills, stay
informed about industry trends, and remain committed to delivering value to your customers and
organization.

The world of product management is constantly evolving, and staying adaptable is essential for success.
By investing in your professional development, staying curious, and embracing challenges, you can unlock
your full potential as a Product Owner or Product Manager.

We hope this white paper provides you with valuable insights and resources to help you overcome
common challenges and excel in your role. Remember, the journey does not end here; continue to learn,
grow, and thrive in the dynamic world of product ownership.
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Overcome Common Challenges to Maximize Customer Value

As the business landscape continues to evolve rapidly, Product Managers and Product Owners must be
flexible and adapt to ever-changing market demands. Mastering product ownership is a critical aspect of
product management, responsible for delivering value to customers and stakeholders. However, Product
Owners often face common challenges that can hinder their ability to maximize customer value and build
exceptional products. In this section of the white paper, we will delve into overcoming obstacles to
delivering value by exploring the three most common challenges faced by Product Owners. We will also
provide practical best practices to address these challenges effectively, enabling product owners to adapt,
thrive, and excel in their roles within Agile teams.

Understand Customer Needs

L

75%
of New Product
Launches Fail
to Meet Customer
Needs or Generate
Revenue Targets

One common challenge that product owners face is understanding
and addressing customer needs. According to a study by Planview,
more than 75% of new product launches fail to meet customer
needs or generate revenue targets. This could happen because
product owners have limited interaction with customers, mainly
when working in a virtual work environment.

To address this challenge, product owners should adopt a customer-
centric mindset. They should start by conducting customer research,
which could include surveys, interviews, focus groups, and market
analysis. This way, product owners can obtain feedback directly from
customers' experiences and tailor their solutions accordingly.
Additionally, product owners could integrate customer input at
different stages of product development, ensuring the customer's
voice is heard and their needs are met.

Manage Stakeholder Expectations

According to a study by Pragmatic Institute, 69% of Product
Managers find stakeholder communication to be the most
challenging aspect of their job. Stakeholders include customers,
executive management, development teams, and other business
units.

To address this challenge, product owners should adopt a
communication plan that outlines the communication channels,
frequency, and the intended audience. The plan should ensure that
stakeholders are adequately brought along at each stage of the
product development cycle. In addition, product owners should
ensure that there is a feedback loop. This will allow stakeholders to
voice their product feedback while keeping them informed about
changes or updates in the product.

Product Managers
often find Stakeholder
communication to be
the MOST challenging

aspect of their job
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Prioritize the Product Backlog

Another  challenge  that
product owners face is
prioritizing  the  product
backlog. A study by Flexera
revealed that 59% of
businesses face difficulty
prioritizing feature requests.
This challenge could occur
due to factors such as a lack of
objective criteria or difficulty
in finding a balance between
short-term and long-term

goals.

Prioritization, in the face of
constrained capacity is an
extremely common pain
point!

To address this challenge,
product owners could start by
prioritizing feature requests
based on the product's value
proposition. They should then
evaluate items in the product
backlog using a scoring
system that takes into
consideration factors like
business value, cost, and level
of effort. Ultimately, product
owners should ensure that
the items at the top of the
backlog align with the
business's overall strategy
and deliver the highest
customer value.

Prioritization Best Practices to Consider

?E
—1
—1

Do you struggle to
prioritize competing
priorities?

You are not alone!

e Utilize the MoSCoW method: This method categorizes features into Must-have, Should-have,
Could-have, and Won't-have. By using this technique, POs can quickly determine the priority of

each feature.

Eisenhower Matrix to gauge urgency and importance.

2 Methods of Prioritization to Consider

RICE

* Reach

* Impact

+ Confidence
« Effort

RICE Score = [ (R+1+C) / E]

WSJF
* Weighted, Shortest Job First

+ Business Value (BV)
+ Time Criticality (TC)
+ Risk Reduction (RR)
+ Opportunity Enablement (OE)
« Effort

WSJF Score = [ (BV + TC + RR + OF) / (Effort) ]

LOUDER

Beyond the MoSCoW method, additional techniques include the use of an

e  WSJF (Weighted Shortest Job
First) to weigh value against effort. All
these tools, and more, can greatly
improve the ability of Product Owners
and Product Managers in prioritizing
the backlog to pull value forward.

. RICE (Reach, Impact,
Confidence, Effort) is a great method
of prioritization to explore for
considering diverse, or broad, sets of
customers and stakeholders in
ranking the backlog.

Collaborate with stakeholders: Hold regular meetings with stakeholders to gather feedback, understand
their priorities, and adjust the backlog accordingly.



For Example

A Product Owner responsible for an e-commerce website may receive multiple feature requests, such as
improving the search functionality, implementing a wishlist feature, and enhancing the checkout process.
By using the MoSCoW method and collaborating with stakeholders, the PO can prioritize these features
against all of the other priorities, in context of the organization’s OKRs or Product Vision to manage the
backlog more effectively than other methods.
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Balance Technical Debt and New Features

Technical debt arises when short-term solutions are implemented, often at the
expense of long-term maintainability. Product Owners must balance addressing
technical debt with delivering new features to customers.

Best Practices to Consider for Balancing Backlog Priorities

e Allocate time for addressing technical debt: Dedicate a percentage of each sprint to resolving
technical debt. This will ensure that it doesn't accumulate and become unmanageable.

e C(Create a technical debt backlog: Maintain a separate backlog for technical debt items, and
prioritize them alongside new features.

e Foster a culture of quality: Encourage the development team to adopt best practices, such as code
reviews, automated testing, and continuous integration, to minimize technical debt.

For Example

A Product Owner working on a financial software application may face a growing list of technical debt
items, such as outdated code libraries and suboptimal database queries. By allocating time for addressing
technical debt and fostering a culture of quality, the PO can maintain a healthy balance between
addressing technical debt and delivering new features.



Measure and Validate Customer Value

Product Owners must validate that the features they deliver provide value to customers. This can be
difficult, as it requires measuring and analyzing customer behavior and feedback.

Best Practices to Consider for Validating Solutions Deliver Value

o Define and track relevant metrics:
Connect Backlog Items (particularly
Epics) to Objectives and Key Results
(KRs) that reflect customer value, such as
user engagement, conversion rates, or
Connect Strategy to Execution customer satisfaction scores.

e Collect customer feedback: Use surveys,
interviews, or user testing to gather
qualitative feedback from customers.

e |Implement data-driven decision-making:
Use the collected data to make informed
decisions about feature prioritization
and enhancements.

For Example

A Product Owner working on a mobile app may use metrics like daily active users, session length, and user
feedback to measure and validate the value of delivered features. By collecting data and analyzing
customer feedback, the PO can identify areas for improvement and prioritize features that maximize
customer value as well as track the product capabilities back to the organization’s strategic objectives.

(J x ° ® o
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Product ownership is a crucial aspect of product management that should not be overlooked. However,
Product Owners often face several common challenges, such as understanding customer needs,
prioritizing product backlog, managing technical debt, and communicating effectively with stakeholders.
By adopting a customer-centric mindset, prioritizing feature requests based on the product's value
proposition, and implementing an approach to balance the capacity and objectives of the organization,
Product Owners can overcome these challenges and deliver better customer value.

By understanding and addressing these common challenges, Product Owners can become more effective
in their role and ultimately ensure that their team is focused on delivering the most value possible to
customers. Implementing the best practices outlined in this white paper will enable POs to better
manage their product backlog, maintain a balance between addressing technical debt and delivering
new features, and continually validate the value they provide to customers.




Define and Communicate a Clear Product Vision

Product ownership is a strategic capability that requires extensive communication skills, leadership skills,
and a deep understanding of customer needs. Product Managers and Product Owners must work closely
with customers and various stakeholders to define and communicate a clear product vision that serves as
the guiding light for delivery teams, ensuring everyone is aligned and working towards a common goal. In
this section, we will explore several techniques that can be used to craft and communicate a compelling
product vision while aligning it with strategic goals such as Objectives and Key Results (OKRs). This clear
product vision is essential for maintaining alignment among customers and key stakeholders, driving
success in the product management process.

Agile teams, particularly Scrum teams, often struggle when the Product Owner is unable to balance
strategic and tactical responsibilities, causing misalighnment between business goals and product
development leading to misdirected efforts and wasted effort.

According to the 14th Annual State of Agile report, 42% of respondents identified
inadequate Product Ownership as a challenge in adopting and scaling Agile practices.

A 2020 study by ProductPlan revealed that, of surveyed product managers,
only 40% felt their product vision was well-defined and understood across the organization.

Collaborative Visioning

The product vision should be a clear, concise, and compelling message that describes your product's future
state. It must define the product's purpose, value proposition, target audience, and unique selling
proposition. To achieve this degree of clarity, product ownership requires Product Managers and Product
Owners to collaborate with customers, stakeholders, and the delivery team to create shared
understanding from multiple perspectives.

In many organizations, multiple stakeholders
have competing priorities and demands that
can create challenges when trying to align
product development efforts. To effectively
manage these competing interests, product
managers should establish a transparent
decision-making process and prioritize features
based on their strategic importance, value to
customers, and feasibility. Regular
communication  with  stakeholders and
managing expectations are essential in
ensuring that everyone understands the
rationale behind prioritization decisions and
supports the product roadmap.




Best Practices to Consider for Collaborative Visioning

e Facilitated Collaboration Sessions: Bringing key stakeholders, decision-makers, accountable
leaders, and various customer representatives together is critical to examining and aligning the
perspectives of diverse interests. As the Product Vision is elaborated, it is also important to revisit,
review, and maintain alignment with the details so that stakeholders understand the “current
state” of the Product Vision at any given time (or at least, specific intervals of time).

o Conduct workshops.
= QOrganize collaborative workshops with customers, stakeholders, and the
development team to discuss the product vision, goals, and expectations.
o Use customer feedback.
= Elicit input from customers through interviews, surveys, and focus groups to
understand their needs and priorities.

e Iterate and refine: Continuously refine and share iterations of the product vision based on

feedback from all parties involved on a regular cadence (at least Quarterly, if not more frequently).

Focus on the Problems to Be Solved, Not the Work to Be Done

It is not uncommon for product teams to get caught up in developing features or enhancements that may
not necessarily deliver the most value to customers. To avoid this, product managers should maintain a
customer-centric mindset and continuously validate their assumptions about customer needs and
preferences. Utilizing techniques such as customer interviews, surveys, and data analysis can help ensure
that product development efforts remain focused on delivering value to customers. Additionally,
incorporating customer feedback into the product development process can help identify and prioritize
solutions that will have the most significant impact on customer satisfaction and success.

While there are many tools and techniques that Product Managers and Product Owners can employ, such
as “Elevator Pitches,” Empathy Mapping, Impact Mapping, Contextual Inquiry, and more — a fundamental
starting point from which to begin is by defining the Product Vision “with the problem in mind” following
an example such as that shared here.

Product Vision: Problem Statement

The problem of... <describe cause, source, or genesis of the problem here>
Affects... <identify the personas who are affected by the problem here>
The impact of which is... <describe the realized “pain” of the problem here>

<describe how things would be different when the problem is

A successful solution would... N )
solved here — describe what “solved” looks like>

Describe the specific problem for which we are solving with this Initiative. We use the problem statement to
(1) document the source of problem, (2) to identify the key personas, audiences, customers, or stakeholders for whom
we are trying to solve the problem, (3) to articulate how the affected personas are impacted by the current state of a
capability, and (4) what a successful solution would look like, feel like, or generate for the affected persona (NOT the
technical or product solution one may pre-suppose). The Problem Statement is intended for use in discussion and
elaboration to establish shared understanding with stakeholders and teams.
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Product Vision: Success Criteria
Success Criteria | Quantified, measurable changes in behavior indicating that the Product Vision is,
indeed, providing incremental solutions to the defined Problem Statement

Success criteria are very high level acceptance criteria from the perspective of the affected persona(s) — the leading
indicators we measure and make us confident we will realize the intended value of the investment by solving the
Problem Statement. Success criteria are often framed to identify how we know behaviors have changed, NOT as
detailing what the team has delivered.

Product Vision: Desired Outcome

Desired Outcome | Quantified benefit we will achieve from a business perspective if our Product Vision
hypothesis is correct. Think of this as a brief business justification or business case associated with
solving a specific problem.

The desired outcome should be measurable results — how much value for the business, in what timeframe? This is a
lagging indicator (because measuring It Is delayed and often difficult). Measurable results may be defined by any
number of characteristics, such as: revenue lift (net-new or defense of existing), cost savings (reduced current or avoided
future), customer experience improvement, risk reduction, or any other internal, but important measure — ideally
aligned to the organization’s OKRs.

There is no one-size-fits-all answer to how often a Product Vision Statement should be reviewed and
refined, as it depends on the industry, market conditions, and the specific product. However, as a general
guideline, it is a good practice to review and refine the Product Vision Statement at least once a year or
during major strategic planning sessions. This ensures that the product vision remains in line with the ever-
changing market conditions and continues to address the evolving needs of customers.

In rapidly changing industries or markets, it may be necessary to review the Product Vision Statement
more frequently, such as quarterly or even monthly. The key is to maintain a balance between consistency
and adaptability, ensuring that the product vision remains relevant and aligned with the product-market
fit while avoiding unnecessary changes that could disrupt the team's focus and direction.

11



Align the Product Vision with the Organization’s Strategic Goals

4 ART OKRs AGILE RELEASE TRAIN > AGILE RELEASE TRAIN

Whether the organization’s
overarching goals relate to
innovation,  market fit,
profitability, or otherwise, it
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within the autonomous is im pe rative that the
i Product Vision (and related
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To align the Product Vision and Roadmap with the OKRs of an organization, Product Managers must first
ensure that their product strategy is closely tied to the organization's goals. This can be done by:

Defining clear and measurable OKRs that reflect both the organization's strategic goals and the
product's desired outcomes. This might include metrics like customer acquisition, revenue growth,
or customer satisfaction.

Aligning product features and initiatives with the defined OKRs to create a roadmap that directly
supports the organization's objectives. Product Managers can prioritize backlog items that
contribute the most to achieving OKRs, ensuring that efforts are focused on what matters most.

Product Managers should track and communicate the progress of their product initiatives against the
defined OKRs, emphasizing transparency and accountability. This can be done by:

Implementing a robust tracking system that measures progress against OKRs, such as a dashboard
or a progress report. This allows Product Managers to monitor the impact of their product
initiatives and make data-driven decisions.

Conducting regular reviews of progress with stakeholders, including team members, executive

management, and other business units. These reviews should focus on sharing successes,
identifying areas for improvement, and discussing any necessary adjustments to the roadmap.
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e (Celebrating milestones and accomplishments, as well as learning from setbacks. This fosters a
culture of continuous improvement and encourages the team to remain focused on achieving
strategic goals.

As market conditions, customer needs, and organizational priorities evolve, Product Managers must
remain agile and adapt their product vision and roadmap to maintain alignment. This can be done by:

e Regularly reassessing the product's performance and market fit, using data and customer
feedback to identify opportunities for improvement or new areas of focus.

e Revisiting and adjusting OKRs, product vision, and roadmap as needed to accommodate changing
priorities or market conditions. This might involve reprioritizing features, reallocating resources,
or modifying the product's overall direction.

e Communicating any changes or adjustments to the product vision, roadmap, and OKRs to
stakeholders, ensuring that everyone remains aligned and focused on achieving the organization's
strategic goals.

By following these three steps, Product Managers can effectively align their Product Vision and Roadmap
with the organization's OKRs, connecting strategy to execution, demonstrating regular progress towards
strategic goals, and adapting to changing priorities as needed.

A Clear, Well-Defined, and Strategically Aligned Product Vision is a Cornerstone of Success

By establishing a cohesive vision that aligns with organizational objectives and resonates with customers,
product managers can navigate the complexities of the market and drive their products toward success.
Furthermore, maintaining a strong connection between the product vision and roadmap, ensuring
progress is continually demonstrated, and adapting to changing priorities are all critical steps in turning
the vision into reality. Embracing these principles, those accountable for Product Ownership roles can
create products that not only meet customer needs and expectations but also contribute significantly to
the growth and success of their organizations.

Clarity of purpose, crystalized by the Product Vision, is critical for teams to
successfully execute and deliver valuable solutions. A well-defined product vision
enables teams to prioritize their work, break down complex problems into
manageable solution increments, and focus on delivering value. Without clarity of
purpose, organizations will struggle to prioritize, miss achieving goals, and fail
to deliver the right solutions to their customers.

13



Effectively Prioritize the Product Backlog

As a general Product Ownership capability, prioritization is one of the most crucial activities to conduct
with competence to deliver the most value to customers and align with the organization’s strategic goals.
However, prioritizing “correctly” is not always clear, obvious, or simple. In this section, we will explore
several techniques for prioritization that are powerful tools in your Product Manager or Product Owner
toolbox, understanding that the best approach to prioritizing the Product Backlog to align with the Vision
and Goals may often require the use of more than just one technique to consider different perspectives.

PRIORITIZATION = VALUE-BASED SCOPING

Organizing Work for Value Delivery: Focus on “Worth” over “Capacity”

TECHNOLOGY PROVIDES VALUE-DRIVEN SCOPING
BUSINESS PROVIDES NEEDS WITH YALUE ASSIGNED “Can this be feasibly solved within the constraints?*
"What is it worth (time/money) to solve this problem?" . “Is this worth investing in?"

SCOPE IS CONSTRAINED BY

gpic [ Jurorsmoy ) ESTIMATED
be solved within this value STORIES
constraint?”
00000

: KLOUDER

RICE

Developed by Intercom, this prioritization technique involves using four metrics: reach, impact, confidence
and effort. The RICE model is widely used as it is easy to understand, and it's flexible for integration into
anyone's own prioritization method. Reach quantifies the customers impacted, impact outlines the value
to the customer, confidence is measured on certainty, while effort measures the cost of execution.

WSJF

Weighted Shortest Job First (WSJF) is a technique that prioritizes opportunities based on the expected
return, time to market, and calculates the degree of investment required. WSJF is an Agile initiative
intended to be utilized to optimize for the economic profits of the products or services being produced.
Organizations who have implemented the WSJF approach have seen significant improvements in delivery
times and a significant boost in customer satisfaction.
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Eisenhower Matrix

This is a simple prioritization matrix which classifies the task into four categories — urgent and important,
important but not urgent, urgent but not important, and not urgent nor important. This matrix aids in
distinguishing the task with the highest value, urgent tasks that need to be completed promptly and tasks
that can wait or delegate.

Kano Analysis

This technique aims to explore and understand how the attributes of a product drive customer satisfaction.
Kano Analysis emphasizes the importance of designing features that provide value to customers beyond
their basic expectations, implementing something innovative that distinguishes the product. Kano Analysis
ensures that organizational goals are aligned with customer preferences, so businesses can meet and
exceed customer expectations.

Pirate Metrics

AARRR (Acquisition, Activation, Retention, Referral, Revenue) is the acronym of Pirate Metrics. AARRR
determines the metrics that matter in every stage of the product's life cycle, from acquisition to revenue
generation, with the main purpose of identifying and measuring; the right thing, at the right time to gain
the right customers.

Poor, Inconsistent, or Incomplete Prioritization Leads to Waste and Frustration

Effective prioritization and product backlog management are essential for Product Owners to ensure that
their teams focus on delivering the highest value features to customers while aligning with the
organization's strategic goals, such as OKRs. By employing techniques like RICE, WSJF, Eisenhower Matrix,
Kano Analysis, and Pirate Metrics, POs can make informed decisions about feature prioritization based on
customer needs and the product's objectives.

A well-trained team of Product Managers and Product Owners, adept at estimating the value of potential
product increments, ensures optimal capacity allocation to maximize ROI. Efficient prioritization, driven by
customer feedback and the right tools and techniques, results in delivering quality products within time
and budget constraints. This improved efficiency not only saves time and money but also enables the team
to deliver value-added features and enhancements rapidly, keeping the product competitive and relevant
in the market.

However, poor product backlog management can cause misalignment between product backlog items
and the organization's business goals or stakeholder needs, resulting in wasted resources and missed
opportunities to address customer pain points or achieve strategic objectives. Therefore, maintaining a
coherent and thematic approach to prioritization and backlog management is crucial for the long-term
success of a product and its alignment with organizational objectives.
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Improve Backlog Clarity and Communication

The pivotal role Product Managers and Product Owners play in ensuring that your organization delivers
high-quality products meeting customer needs cannot be understated. Clear communication and well-
defined product backlogs serve as indispensable elements for achieving this objective. Encountering
common challenges such as inaccurate estimation of effort and value, ambiguity in product backlog items,
and misalignment between customer needs and developed features can impede the team's capacity to
deliver maximum value within a specified time frame.

Subpar backlog clarity can result in challenges related to estimating the effort and value of product backlog
items, consequently leading to less-than-optimal team operations and throughput. Additionally,
ineffective backlog collaboration often gives rise to ambiguous and ill-defined product backlog items,
which in turn foster confusion, miscommunications, and rework.

A survey conducted by VersionOne reveals that
15% of respondents identified "poorly defined backlog items"
as a notable issue, ultimately impacting progress and
adversely affecting the final product's quality.

To tackle these challenges, it is imperative to cultivate the ability to expound backlog items with context
and purpose. By employing story maps and user stories, initiatives and epics can be decomposed into
actionable tasks, thereby fostering backlog clarity. This strategy will enhance communication and
collaboration between product managers or product owners and engineering teams.

Purposeful Preparation and Backlog Refinement

To ensure that product backlog items are clear and actionable, it is critical to engage in purposeful
preparation and backlog refinement to ensure that the backlog remains up-to-date, well-organized, and
aligned with customer needs and strategic goals.

Prepare Well

Product Managers and Product Owners play a crucial role in preparing for backlog refinement activities,
which are essential in ensuring that the backlog remains up-to-date, well-organized, and aligned with
customer needs and strategic goals.
e  Firstly, Product Owners should continuously review and update the product backlog to reflect
changing customer needs, market conditions, and organizational priorities.
e Secondly, refining the backlog involves breaking down large backlog items into smaller,
manageable user stories or tasks, and ensuring they meet the Definition of Ready (DoR).
e Llastly, Product Owners must regularly prioritize backlog items based on value, urgency, and
alignment with strategic goals, such as OKRs.
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By actively engaging in these preparatory steps, Product Owners can facilitate effective backlog
refinement, enabling the development team to focus on delivering the highest value features to
customers.

Facilitate Refinement with Intention

As a rule, Product Managers and Product Owners must balance near-term release plans with longer-term
roadmaps. To this end, it is a better practice to separate the “horizon of concern” for backlog refinement
activities. It is not uncommon for teams to also designate specific team members (such as a team
representative, tech lead, or other role) to represent the team for refinement activities that are “further
out on the roadmap.”

Refine Items on the Roadmap for Future Forecasts

The importance of conducting backlog refinement on a periodic basis to understand Product
Backlog Items “further out on the Product Roadmap” cannot be overstated, particularly when it
comes to forecasting longer-term deliverables, supporting architectural decisions, managing
dependencies, and informing stakeholder expectations (most often related to date expectations).
By looking at future roadmap items and engaging in a proactive refinement process at least
monthly (if not more frequently), Product Managers or Product Owners and development teams
can better understand the potential value and effort, complexity, and interdependencies of
upcoming work, allowing them to make more informed decisions and plan more effectively.

Periodic refinement of “future backlog items” enables teams to identify and address any risks,
dependencies, or technical challenges well in advance of starting work on the actual deliverables.
This foresight supports architectural decision-making, as it allows teams to evaluate various
approaches and select the most suitable ones that align with the product's long-term goals.
Furthermore, engaging in regular backlog refinement activities helps manage stakeholder
expectations by providing a clearer view of the product's roadmap and the anticipated timeline
for delivering value. This transparency fosters trust, collaboration, and alignment among all parties
involved in the product development process.
While there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach to forecast-specific backlog refinement, it is often
prudent to spend at least a few hours per month looking at those items that are:

e Potentially risky, new, or complex

e Have explicit expectations for time-bound delivery by stakeholders

e Involve dependencies with other teams, platforms, or providers

Refine the “Ready” Backlog for Near-Term Execution

Itis important to establish a regular cadence of backlog-focused backlog refinement conversations
with the team that focus on backlog items for the near-term, such as the next 3 sprints, separately
from conversations that inform long-range release plans and roadmaps. By doing so, you can
ensure that your backlog items are clear and actionable, enabling the team to focus on delivering
value in the short term. According to the Scrum Guide, regular backlog refinement meetings
should take place at least once per sprint, though best practices often lean toward 2 or more times
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per Sprint and up to 10% of a team’s working capacity (or more, if the current state of the backlog
warrants additional investment of time and energy by the team).

Preparing for, and conducting, backlog refinement on a periodic regular basis is a vital practice that ensures
the product roadmap remains aligned with customer needs and organizational objectives. It enables
Product Owners and development teams to proactively address potential challenges, make informed
decisions, manage dependencies, and maintain stakeholder confidence in the product's progress and
overall direction.

According to a recent State of Agile report, teams that engage in regular
backlog refinement are 28% more likely to achieve their sprint goals.

Visualize the Product Backlog in Context of the Product Vision

Visualizing the backlog is a powerful practice that can greatly improve a team's understanding of the
product roadmap, prioritize features, and foster effective communication among stakeholders. By
employing various techniques to visualize the backlog, Product Owners and development teams can create
a more cohesive and collaborative environment, ultimately leading to a better product. In this section, we
will discuss several best practices and common techniques for visualizing the backlog.

Story Maps

A story map is a visual representation of the product backlog that arranges user stories in a two-
dimensional grid, typically organized by user activities or user journeys. The horizontal axis
represents the sequence of events, while the vertical axis indicates priority levels. Story mapping
provides an at-a-glance view of the product's structure and flow, enabling teams to prioritize
features more effectively and identify gaps or opportunities for improvement. By creating a shared
understanding of the user experience, story maps facilitate collaboration and ensure that teams
remain focused on delivering value to the end-users.

EXAMPLE: ORDER BOOKS ONLINE

SELECT BILLING PAYMENT DELIVERY SHIPPING + CONFIRM
BOOK ADDRESS INFO INFO FEES PURCHASE
MINIMAL ENTER ENTER ENTER USE ADD FLAT POPUP
USEABLE BOOK BILLING CREDIT BILLING SHIPPING CONFIRM
RODUC ISBN # ADDRESS CARD INFO ADDRESS FEE
SELECT USE MY VERIFY SPECIFY CALC.
MINIMA SEATTTCE =Y BOOK STORED CARD IN DELIVERY SHIPPING comE
USEFUL FROM LIST ADDRESS REAL TIME ADDRESS FEE
oDU
SEARCH BY VERIFY
AUTHOR ADDRESS
SHOW STORE USE MY ALT ORDER
SUPERIOF ?(i@;\(,:g:g RELATED CREDIT STORED SHIPPING STATUS
CAPABILITY BOOKS CARD ADDRESS OPTIONS TRACKING
SEARCH BY MULTIPLE SHIP TO A
PUBLISHER CARDS FRIEND

18



Context of Usage

Another technique for visualizing the backlog is to capture the context of usage for each feature
or user story. This involves creating scenarios or use cases that illustrate how users will interact
with the product in real-world situations. By connecting backlog items to specific user needs and
situations, teams can better understand the value and impact of each feature, leading to more
informed prioritization decisions and a more user-centric product development process.

Wireframes

Wireframing is a low-fidelity, visual representation of the product's user interface, which can be
used to visualize the backlog and improve understanding of the user experience. Wireframes can
range from simple sketches on paper to digital mockups created with specialized software tools.
They help teams explore various design alternatives, identify usability issues, and establish a
common visual language for discussing and refining the product's Ul. By incorporating wireframes
into the backlog, teams can gain a better understanding of the user experience and make more
informed decisions about feature prioritization and design choices.

Dependency Maps

Managing dependencies is a critical aspect of backlog visualization. A dependency map is a visual
representation of the relationships and dependencies between backlog items, which can help
teams identify potential bottlenecks and risks in the development process. By clearly visualizing
dependencies, teams can make more informed decisions about sequencing and prioritization,
ensuring a smoother development process and minimizing the risk of delays or complications.

A Picture is Worth 1000 Words

Visualizing the backlog through techniques such as story mapping, context of usage, wireframing, and
dependency mapping enables Product Owners and development teams to gain a deeper understanding
of the product's requirements and user experience. These best practices foster collaboration, informed
decision-making, and a more user-centric approach to product development, ultimately resulting in
products that better meet the needs and expectations of end-users.

Visual aids and diagrams, in addition to clear and well-refined Backlog Items, such as user stories, go a
long way to ensuring that the team has a clear understanding of the product backlog items and meaningful
reference points for conversations, collaboration, and collective recording of important details from
refinement activities.
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Relentlessly Pursue Professional Development

Continued learning and professional development are essential ingredients for success in the fast-paced
world of Product Management and Product Ownership. By focusing on honing key skills such as
understanding customer needs, managing value and product launches, strategic thinking, negotiation,
data analysis, and leadership, Product Managers and Product Owners can confidently tackle industry
challenges and overcome common hurdles on their path to success.

In today's dynamic business environment, staying ahead of the competition means keeping up with the
latest tools, methods, and best practices. Engaging in personalized, hands-on training and workshops helps
Product Managers and Product Owners develop the critical skills they need to drive growth and innovation
in their organizations.

As Product Managers and Product Owners, your role in delivering exceptional value to customers and
leading high-performing Agile teams is vital. To stay at the top of your game in the ever-evolving world of
product management, it's important to invest in your professional development and continued education.
Embracing this growth mindset and leveraging recommended training courses and workshops will not only
elevate your career but also empower you to make a significant, positive impact within your organization.

Whether for yourself or your team, here are a few learning journeys to consider.

Certified Scrum Product Owner (CSPO) Training by ThinkLouder

Becoming a Certified Scrum Product Owner (CSPO) is a significant milestone for any Product Owner or
Product Manager working in an Agile environment. ThinkLouder offers an engaging and interactive CSPO
training course that covers key aspects of Agile Product Ownership and equips you with the knowledge
and tools you need to excel in your role. For more information, visit the ThinkLouder CSPO course page.

Product Uplift Precision Coaching by ThinkLouder

To supplement your CSPO training and ensure continuous improvement, consider enrolling in ThinkLouder
Product Uplift Precision Coaching. This personalized coaching program focuses on refining your skills as a
Product Owner or Product Manager and addresses your unique challenges and goals. For more details,
visit the ThinkLouder Product Uplift Precision Coaching page.

Stakeholder Management, Collaboration and Communication

Effective stakeholder management and communication are vital for aligning your product vision with your
organization's strategic goals. To improve your stakeholder management and communication skills,
consider the "Communication & Collaboration" courses offered by Your Clear Next Step.

Prioritizing and Roadmapping
Effectively prioritizing features and crafting strategic roadmaps are essential skills for Product Owners and

Managers. A great course for mastering these skills is the "Product Strategy, Roadmaps, and Prioritization"
course offered by Evergreen Agile.
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Customer Research and Empathy

Understanding your customers and their needs is the foundation of successful product development. To
sharpen your customer research and empathy skills, consider taking "User Experience (UX) Research and
Design" courses offered by numerous providers.

Business Acumen and Financial Skills

A strong business acumen and understanding of financial concepts are crucial for making informed
decisions about product investments and profitability. Several online and in-person providers offer training
and coaching resources specifically for honing these skills.

Invest in Yourself and Your Team

Investing in your professional development as a Product Owner or Product Manager is not only important
for your career growth but also for the success of your organization and the value you deliver to your
customers. By prioritizing the skills mentioned above and enrolling in relevant training courses and
workshops, you can ensure that you are well-equipped to overcome common challenges and maximize
customer value in your Agile teams.

As the world of product management continues to evolve, staying committed to continuous learning and
personal growth is essential for staying ahead in your career. By refining your skills in prioritization,
customer research, business acumen, stakeholder management, and leadership, you will be better
prepared to navigate the complexities of product ownership and drive the success of your team.

“Embrace the journey of professional development
to unlock your full potential as a Product Owner or Product Manager”
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About The Agile Alchemist

Jeff Howey is a seasoned lean agile expert with 25 years of experience as a practitioner, trainer, coach, and
consultant, dedicated to transforming organizations and individuals through agile thinking and practices.
His expertise spans various sectors, including financial services, healthcare, consumer products, non-
profit, and technology services, where he has helped organizations build capabilities to deliver value more
effectively.

Throughout his career, Jeff has trained and coached thousands of professionals to develop their skills and
competencies as product owners, scrum masters, program managers, and agile leaders in agile-at-scale
systems of delivery. He understands that the challenges of everyday reality can make implementing agile
concepts and practices seem daunting or even impossible. However, Jeff firmly believes that continuous
education and seeking out experienced support can greatly expand one's knowledge and wisdom,
ultimately transforming the ability to deliver value.

To this end, Jeff and his team provide tailored, custom training and coaching services that cater to a wide
range of needs, from fundamentals to advanced concepts and practices. With his extensive background
and passion for lean agile thinking, Jeff is committed to helping individuals, teams, and organizations
unlock their full potential and achieve greater success in an ever-changing world.

Powered by ThinkLouder

ThinkLouder is a leading agile training and coaching organization dedicated to empowering teams and
organizations with the skills and knowledge they need to excel in today's rapidly changing landscape. With
a proven track record of success, ThinkLouder specializes in providing tailored training and precision
coaching for agile teams at all levels of maturity and scale.

Our team of experienced and passionate trainers and coaches work closely with clients to understand their
unique challenges and goals, enabling us to deliver customized solutions that drive tangible results. At
ThinkLouder, we believe that every organization has the potential to achieve greatness by embracing agile
principles and practices, and we are committed to unlocking that potential through our services.

Whether you are a startup looking to build a strong foundation in agile methodologies or an established
enterprise seeking to scale your agile capabilities, ThinkLouder's comprehensive range of training and
coaching services will equip you with the tools and insights you need to succeed. From fundamentals to
advanced concepts and practices, our expert team is dedicated to helping you transform your organization
and elevate your performance in an increasingly complex and competitive environment.

Choose ThinkLouder as your partner in agile excellence and experience the difference that our tailored
training and precision coaching can make for your teams and your organization.
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