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PREFACE

Progress is impossible without change, and those who 
cannot change their minds cannot change anything.

George Bernard Shaw

Developing a successful product is not down to luck, a stroke of genius, 
or just trying hard enough. While these factors are undoubtedly helpful, 
product success starts with making the right strategic decisions. A chal-
lenge for many product managers, product owners, and other product 
people is that we are often so preoccupied with the tactics—be it writ-
ing new user stories or dealing with an urgent support request—that we 
sometimes no longer see the wood for the trees. In the worst case, we 
take our product down the wrong path and end up in the wrong forest; 
we’ve perfectly executed the wrong strategy and are left with a product 
that underperforms or even bombs.

Why You Should Read this Book

This book will help you play a proactive game, make the right strate-
gic decisions, use them to guide execution, and help you maximise the 
chances of creating a successful product. It explains how to create an 
inspiring product vision, a winning product strategy, and an action-
able product roadmap for digital products that are developed using 
agile practices. The book offers a wide range of carefully selected, 
proven techniques and tools that complement and support each other. 
If you work as a product manager, Scrum product owner, product 
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portfolio manager, head of product, or product coach, then this book 
is for you.

A Brief Guide to this Book

Book Structure and Contents
This book begins with an introduction followed by four chapters on 
product strategy and three chapters on product roadmaps. While you 
might be tempted to go straight to the sections you are most interest-
ed in, I recommend reading the introduction first. It presents central 
ideas, and it truly forms the foundation for the remainder of the book. 
Reading it will provide you with context to correctly understand the in-
dividual chapters and sections. While I have tried to write the book so 
that the chapters are loosely coupled, there are dependencies between 
them. Most notably, the roadmap chapters build on the strategy ones, 
as a realistic and actionable product roadmap should be based on a 
validated product strategy.

Please note that this book is neither an introduction to product 
management nor to agile practices—there are other great books that 
equip you with this knowledge. Instead, I assume that you are already 
familiar with central product management concepts and an agile frame-
work like Scrum.

Sources, Examples and Terms Used
This book draws on a range of approaches including Lean Startup, 
Customer Development, Design Thinking, the Blue Ocean Theory, 
Business Modelling, Jobs to be Done, User-Centred Design, Lean Man-
agement, Scrum, and Kanban—in addition to my own methods and 
templates. I have taken great care, though, to combine the different 
concepts, techniques, and tools in such a way that they fit together and 
complement each other.
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Most of the examples in this book are taken from the consumer 
space. The reason for this is simple: I have tried to use products that 
I hope you have heard of. But the practices covered are applicable to 
virtually any digital product, including B2B offerings. You can also 
apply most of my advice to non-digital products. You might have to 
adjust some of the practices, though, and ignore the software-specific 
recommendations.

Finally, I refer to individuals who manage a product as product per-
son and product people rather than product manager or Scrum product 
owner to avoid any negative connotations some readers might associate 
with these terms.

Changes in the Second Edition
This edition of Strategize updates and enhances the first one, which 
was published in 2016. It offers new concepts, adds new materials, 
shares more tips, provides new examples and illustrations, expands and 
details existing content, and simplifies the book structure. I believe that 
this has made the book even better and its advice easier to apply.



INTRODUCTION

If you don’t know where you are going, you’ll end up someplace else.
Yogi Berra

My first product management experience wasn’t exactly what you call 
a success: I was working as part of a team who was called in to help 
with a new product development effort, and I ended up working with 
the product manager leading the product. While I learnt a lot in the 
process, the resulting product sadly failed. But this taught me an im-
portant lesson: There is no point in worrying about the product details 
and writing use cases and user stories if a sound product strategy is 
missing and an actionable product roadmap is not available. Strategy 
and roadmap are truly fundamental, as I explain in this chapter. 

A Product Strategy and Roadmap Model

An effective product strategy and roadmap are crucial to successfully 
create, enhance, and manage a product. But what exactly is a product 
strategy and what is a product roadmap? How do the two plans relate? 
And what’s their relationship to the product vision and the product 
backlog? To answer these questions, I have developed the model shown 
in Figure 1 (on the following page).

Let’s take a closer look at the model and explore its elements and 
connections in the next few paragraphs. Please note that I’ll discuss the 
detailed practices to work with the artefacts in Figure 1 in the remain-
der of this book. The following sections therefore provide an overview.
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The Elements of the Model
At the heart of the model in Figure 1 are four artefacts: the product vi-
sion, the product strategy, the product roadmap, and the product back-
log. The product vision describes the product’s purpose, the ultimate 
reason for creating it, and the positive change it should bring about. 
You can think of the vision as the product’s true north that guides and 
aligns everyone involved in achieving product success. This includes the 
stakeholders, the management sponsor, and development teams.1

The product strategy communicates the approach chosen to realise 
the vision and to make the product successful. Coming up with a strate-
gy requires you to make four important choices: selecting the needs the 
product should address; determining the market or market segment—
the users and customers who should benefit from the product; choosing 
standout features that set it apart from competing offerings; and setting 
realistic business goals that describe the benefits the product will cre-
ate for the business. Making these choices requires you to say no to 
ideas and suggestions. While this can be tough, it is a necessary part of 
strategic decision-making. A product that tries to please everyone risks 
not doing a good job for anybody. What’s more, a new or significantly 
changed strategy must be validated to maximise the chances of achiev-
ing product success. This is best done by systematically addressing its 
biggest assumptions and risks. 

With a validated product strategy in place, you are in a great posi-
tion to build an actionable product roadmap. The roadmap describes 
how the product strategy will be implemented in the next six to twelve 
months; it communicates the specific benefits the product will achieve; 
and it aligns and guides the stakeholders and development teams. An 
effective product roadmap is built on product goals, which describe the 
outcomes the product should create, for example, acquiring new users 

1 I use the term development team in this book to refer to a cross-functional, 
self-managing group whose members design, architect, implement, test, docu-
ment, and deploy a digital product.
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and increasing engagement.2 The roadmap may also contain additional 
elements like dates or time frames, selected coarse-grained features, and 
metrics. A date or time frame states when a goal should be met, the fea-
tures sketch the output required to achieve a goal, and the metrics help 
you understand if a goal has been accomplished.

A product roadmap that is built on product goals provides a great 
basis for deriving a product backlog and making the right tactical prod-
uct decisions. You can simply copy the next product goal into the back-
log together with its features. Then add further items that are required 
to meet the goal, such as epics, user stories, workflow diagrams, sketch-
es, mock-ups, and non-functional requirements (NFRs).

In addition to the four elements described above, my model offers 
two templates that I have created, the product vision board and the GO 
product roadmap. The former helps you capture the product vision and 
strategy; the latter helps you communicate a product roadmap that is 
based on product goals and outcomes. Note that you don’t have to use 
the templates to take advantage of the model in Figure 1. You can hap-
pily use alternatives, provided that you clearly state the needs and busi-
ness goals in your strategy and that you work with an outcome-based, 
goal-oriented roadmap. 

Integrating Different Plans and Planning Levels
Having a product strategy and roadmap is great. But how do you en-
sure that the two plans are systematically connected with each other as 
well as the product vision and the product backlog? The model in Fig-
ure 1 achieves this in the following way: The vision guides the strategy; 
the strategy forms the basis for creating an effective roadmap; and the 
roadmap finally directs the product backlog. 

2 In the first edition of this book, I used the term release goals instead of product 
goals. But as not every release necessarily creates tangible value for the users 
and the business, for instance, a smaller bug-fixing release, I have changed the 
name. This brings the term in line with my more recent work (Pichler 2020) and 
the Scrum Guide 2020. The latter recognises product goals as part of the Scrum 
framework. 
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With each step, the decisions you take become more specific; and 
higher-level goals are translated into increasingly detailed and focused 
ones. The vision is transformed into needs and business goals. From 
these, product goals are derived, which, in turn, guide the discovery of 
the right product backlog items. Additionally, the time frames become 
progressively shorter—from five to ten years covered by the vision to a 
product backlog that contains items for the next few months. 

While the model suggests that product planning starts with vision 
setting, the connections between its elements are bidirectional. This 
means that bigger product backlog changes can trigger product road-
map modifications. For example, one or more goals on the roadmap 
might have to be adjusted, or the dates and time frames might have 
to be corrected. Similarly, larger product roadmap updates can lead 
to a product strategy change. You might find, for instance, that one of 
the business goals is unrealistic, that the needs have to be adjusted, or 
that a standout feature has to be reworked. Finally, if you can’t find a 
validated product strategy, then you’ll have to change or abandon the 
product vision. 

Strategy and execution are therefore systematically connected in 
the model in Figure 1. Strategic decisions guide the implementation 
of product backlog items, and insights from the tactical work lead to 
changes in the product roadmap and strategy. This ensures consistent 
decisions, and it avoids a strategy-execution chasm where strategic and 
tactical decisions are disjointed. In the worst case, such a chasm results 
in the development teams doing a great job at building the wrong prod-
uct. Figure 2 (on the following page) illustrates the connection between 
strategy and execution. 

In Figure 2, the strategic work guides the tactical product deci-
sions, and insights from building software help you adapt the product 
strategy and roadmap. A validated product strategy directs the product 
roadmap, which helps discover the right product backlog items. These 
are transformed into product increments and eventually a product. The 
former allows you to determine the development progress using, for 
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example, a release burndown chart.3 The latter enables you to measure 
the product performance using key performance indicators (KPIs) like 
engagement, revenue, and customer satisfaction. The data you collect 
helps you inspect the strategy and roadmap and adapt and evolve the 
plans.4 

Note that there are also two smaller circles in the diagram: a val-
idation one that indicates that the product strategy is best tested in 

3 A product increment is the output of a sprint. It is commonly defined as working 
software that has been tested and documented and that might be released. You 
can think of an increment as a reusable prototype, a stepping stone towards a 
new product or a new product version.

4 Figure 2 offers a process-oriented view of the model shown in figure 1. It com-
plements the strategy and roadmap model with additional elements like product 
increment, product, development progress, and KPIs. Please note, though, that 
Figure 2 simplifies some of the connections to clearly illustrate the relationship 
between strategy and execution. For example, the figure that does not show that 
bigger product backlog changes can trigger a roadmap modification or that de-
velopment progress data can lead to a roadmap update.

PRODUCT BACKLOG
PRODUCT 

(Increment)

PRODUCT ROADMAP

PRODUCT STRATEGY

KPIs and

DEVELOPMENT PROGRESS

Strategy

Validation

Development

Figure 2: The Product Strategy Cycle
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an iterative fashion, a development one showing that a digital product 
may be developed using sprints. 

Strategic Planning, Agility, and OKRs
When I explain the model in Figure 1, I am often asked two questions: 
Does it support an agile way of working? And can it be used with ob-
jectives and key results (OKRs)? The short answer to both questions is 
yes. But let me share the long answers with you.

The model facilitates agility in two ways: First, the product strategy 
and roadmap state higher-level goals that guide the detailed product 
decisions without anticipating or prescribing them. Instead, the product 
functionality and detailed user experience design are discovered while 
the product is developed using an agile framework like Scrum. Second, 
the product strategy and roadmap are regularly reviewed and updated. 
They are not static, fixed plans, but they evolve based on changing mar-
ket conditions, technologies, and regulatory requirements. Additionally, 
insights from demoing and releasing product increments to users and 
customers are integrated into the strategy and roadmap, as Figure 2 
illustrates. As mentioned above, product backlog changes can trigger a 
product roadmap update, which, in turn, might lead to a product strat-
egy change. In other words, the strategic planning approach I suggest 
supports empirical management and adaptive planning. 

If you want to use OKRs, then you can view the goals in Figure 
1 as objectives. There are four goals: vision, user and customer goals 
captured as needs, business goals, and product goals. These goals form 
a cascading chain: The vision guides the needs and business goals, and 
the latter direct the product goals.5 You might, for example, formulate 
the product goals as objectives and the corresponding dates, metrics, 

5 The model in Figure 1 implements the hierarchy of product-related goals 
I propose in Pichler (2020). I explain in more detail how you can dis-
cover the right needs and business goals in the chapter Product Strategy 
Development, and I’ll discuss how you can derive product goals from the 
needs and business goals in the chapter Product Roadmap Development.
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and features as the key results. But I personally find OKRs not well 
suited to manage products and set product-specific goals. Here is why: 
Using OKRs tends to lead to a rather text-heavy approach. It can result 
in documents that are comparatively lengthy and hard to understand. 
This feels like turning back the clock to the 1970ies when Andy Grove 
invented OKRs at Intel. It ignores the progress made in recent years by 
developing dedicated visual product management tools like my prod-
uct vision board and GO product roadmap or Alexander Osterwalder’s 
business model canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2014).

Empowerment, Collaboration, and Strategic Decisions

Understanding what the product strategy and roadmap are and how 
they relate is important to effectively use the plans, align the stake-
holders, and direct the work of the development teams. But it is not 
enough. Without the right level of empowerment, you risk that your 
strategy and roadmap are driven by senior stakeholders and that the 
plans primarily cater for their needs rather than the users’ and cus-
tomers’. But such an approach is hardly a recipe for achieving product 
success. In the worst case you end up with a Frankenstein product—a 
product that consists of an odd collection of features, has a weak value 
proposition, and offers a poor user experience. As the person in charge 
of the product, you should own the product strategy and the product 
roadmap, and you should be empowered to have the final say on stra-
tegic decisions.

But this does not mean that you should create the strategy and 
roadmap on your own, hand the finished plans to the stakeholders and 
development teams, and expect them to put them into action. No mat-
ter how well thought-out your product strategy and roadmap are, they 
are worthless if the stakeholders and development teams do not buy 
into them. You should therefore involve them in creating and updating 
the plans, preferably in the form of collaborative workshops, as I ex-
plain in more detail later in this book. A collaborative approach offers 
the following three benefits:
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First, it leads to better decisions, as it allows you to leverage the ex-
pertise of the stakeholders and development team members. Second, it 
creates transparency and a shared understanding—people know what 
needs to be done and why a decision was made. Third, it achieves great-
er buy-in. If you give people the opportunity to contribute to strategic 
decisions, they are more likely to support and implement them.

When you decide together with the stakeholders and development 
teams, cultivate an open mind, and don’t cling to preconceived ideas. 
Instead, attentively listen to the individuals, and appreciate their ideas 
and concerns if even you disagree. But don’t make the mistake of trying 
to please people or allow individuals to dominate. Instead, search for 
a decision that maximises the value your product creates and that at-
tracts as much support as possible.

Overcoming a Lack of  Empowerment

If you currently don’t own the product strategy and roadmap and if you are not 
empowered to make strategic product decisions, then follow these three tips: 
First, increase your product strategy and roadmap expertise. This includes being 
able to create and validate a product strategy and derive a product roadmap from 
it—something this book will teach you. Otherwise, it will be hard for you to earn 
the stakeholders’ trust and guide them. Second, strengthen your leadership skills 
and your ability to influence others. This includes practising active listening and 
constructively dealing with disagreements and conflicts, as I explain in more detail 
in my book How to Lead in Product Management (Pichler 2020). Third, lobby for 
more authority and engage with the senior decision-makers in the organisation. 
Explain to the individuals why empowerment is a perquisite for achieving product 
success. Your Scrum Master or agile coach may be able to help you with this, as 
facilitating organisational change is part of their job. This includes establishing an 
effective product management function.

Four Product Success Factors

The ultimate goal of creating a product strategy and roadmap is to 
achieve sustained product success. You want to ensure that your prod-
uct does a great job for its users and customers and that it generates 
value for the business—on a continuous basis. While realising product 
success cannot be reduced to a simple formula, there are four factors 
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that have a profound impact on it. These are: desirability, feasibility, 
viability, and ethicality, as shown in Figure 3. 

Desirability is probably the most important factor. If people don’t 
need or want to use a product, it will fail. To be desirable, a product 
must solve a specific problem or offer a tangible benefit. An example of 
the former are Apple’s AirTags, which help people find their keys and 
other misplaced items. Contrast this with Sonos, a wireless hi-fi system 
that allows people to enjoy music by providing easy access to a range 
of streaming services. But no matter if a product solves a problem or 
provides a benefit, it must create value for its users—or it is doomed.

Feasibil ity

Desirabil ity

Ethicality

LASTING

PRODUCT

SUCCESS

Viabil ity

Figure 3: The Four Product Success Factors

Feasibility implies that it is possible to design and build the product; 
the technologies required exist or can be developed. Additionally, 
enough people with the right skills are available or can be recruited. 
If, for instance, developing the product requires advanced machine-
learning algorithms, then you’d have to ensure that appropriate 
machine-learning frameworks exist or that they can be created.

Viability means that developing and providing the product is vi-
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able from a business perspective. The product therefore must create 
enough business benefits to justify spending money on it. These may 
include generating revenue, reducing cost, increasing productivity, and 
strengthening the brand. Examples of revenue-generating products are 
Google Search, which makes money through ads, and Microsoft Word, 
which is monetised through subscriptions (as part of the Office suite). 
Contrast them with products like the Google Chrome browser and Mi-
crosoft Edge, which offer different business benefits. They allow their 
companies to control how users access the Internet, tie them to their 
respective ecosystems, and make it more likely that they interact with 
revenue-generating offerings.

Ethicality, finally, states that a product must not cause any harm 
to people and the planet. It must not affect people’s mental wellbeing, 
for instance, by getting them hooked or by offering content that pro-
motes misinformation, self-harm, or violence. Additionally, an ethical 
product does not contribute to climate change and does not damage 
the environment by how it is developed, provided, and if it includes 
hardware, manufactured, delivered, and disposed of. To achieve this, 
you will benefit from a business model that is fair to all parties and 
from making ethically sound design and programming decisions, for 
example, by avoiding the use of dark patterns and mitigating machine 
learning biases, as I explain in more detail later in this book.

A Brief  History of  the Four Success Factors

The first three factors—desirability, feasibility, and viability—were originally 
suggested by Tim Brown in his book Change by Design. He describes them as 
competing constraints that must be balanced to innovate successfully. But as 
Brown notes, this could result in “dreaming up alluring but essentially meaningless 
products destined for the local landfill—persuading people … ‘to buy things they 
don’t need with money they don’t have to impress neighbours who don’t care.’” 
(Brown 2009, pp. 20) What’s more, the impact digital products can have on people’s 
mental health makes it compulsory in my mind to add ethicality as a fourth success 
factor. On the positive side, an ethical product increases the chances of achieving 
lasting product success, and it reduces the risk that the reputation of the company 
suffers.
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A Product Strategy Process
Making the right strategic product decisions usually requires you to 
collect data and acquire new knowledge. You might have to talk to pro-
spective users, perform a competitive analysis, and investigate suitable 
technologies—to name just a few common tasks. This work needs to be 
planned and managed, and to do this, you will benefit from establishing 
the right process. This process comes in two flavours, timeboxed and 
continuous strategizing.

Timeboxed Strategizing
Whenever you develop a brand-new product or make a bigger change to 
an existing one, I recommend using an innovation process like the one 
shown in Figure 4.

Discovery &

Strategizing

Product

Development

PRODUCTIDEA

Figure 4: Innovation Process with Timeboxed Strategizing

The process in Figure 4 consists of two sets of activities, product 
discovery/strategizing or and product development.6 The first set deter-
mines if and why the product should be developed. This might require 
observing and interviewing users, developing and testing prototypes, and 
exploring the product’s underlying business model. The results include a 
validated product strategy, an actionable product roadmap, and an initial 
product backlog, as well as a valid business model, high-level user expe-
rience (UX) design concept and coarse-grained software architecture.

6 Product discovery refers to the activities required to determine if and why a prod-
uct should be developed. Carrying out this work makes it more likely to create a 
product that users want and need. Cagan (2018, 27) suggests that this involves 
answering the following four questions: Will people use or buy the product? Can 
the users figure out how to use it? Can the developers build it? Can the stakehold-
ers support the product? As this definition shows, product discovery and strategy 
work can be viewed as largely identical.
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The second set of activities determines what the product should look 
like and do and how the product should be developed. This involves 
discovering and implementing the right UX design and functionality as 
well as making the right technical decisions. If you use a Scrum-based 
development process, you will test product increments with selected us-
ers early and often, for example, by demoing and releasing the software 
to them. This helps you learn from their feedback, adapt the product 
while it is being developed, and maximise the chances of creating a 
product that does a great job for its users.

Note that Figure 4 shows discovery/strategizing and development 
as overlapping activities rather than distinct phases. The reason: Some 
development tasks like high-level user experience and architecture de-
sign are often part of the initial work. This allows you to address risks 
that are related to the desirability and feasibility of the product. Ad-
ditionally, it sets up the development work and removes the need for 
a preparation sprint or sprint 0. Be careful, though, not to make the 
mistake of carrying out big design upfront (BDUF). Only address the 
major UX and architecture risks and make most of the design and im-
plementation decisions when the actual product is developed.

As it’s hard to correctly predict how much time will be required to 
complete the necessary work and create a validated product strategy 
and actionable roadmap, I recommend using a time box, a fixed period 
during which the work has to be completed. Your goal should be to 
carry out just enough product discovery and strategizing work to create 
the plans and be able to make an informed go/no-go decision about 
developing the actual product. If you are unsure how big the time box 
should be, then start with one month and hold weekly review meetings 
where you assess the progress, as I discuss in more detail in the chapter 
Product Strategy Validation.

Finally, don’t forget to involve the key stakeholders and develop-
ment team members in the strategizing work. While it can be helpful 
that the entire development team participates in the activities, it is often 
sufficient to ask the team to nominate three people: a member with 
the right UX skills—assuming that the product is end-user facing, a 
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member with the relevant architecture and technologies expertise, and 
a member who has the right quality assurance capabilities. This will 
enable you to address the key user experience and technology risks, 
including having the right development and test tools available.

Design Thinking and Timeboxed Strategy Work 

If you are interested in design thinking, you might be wondering if you can use 
design-thinking concepts to carry out the strategizing work shown in Figure 4. 
Before I answer this question, let’s briefly explore what design thinking is. The 
approach can be described as five sets of activities, which are commonly called 
empathise, define, ideate, prototype, and test.
 The first set helps you understand who your users are and what they need, for 
instance, by observing and interviewing them. The second set defines the specific 
user problem that you want to solve. The third set generates ideas for possible 
solutions, which are turned into simple prototypes in the fourth stage. The final set 
tests the prototypes with selected users to find an approach that is likely to result 
in a successful product. 
 Note that the activities are usually not carried out sequentially. Instead, you may 
find yourself looping back to a previous stage. For example, you might discover in 
the prototype stage that none of the solution ideas receive positive feedback from 
prospective users. Consequently, you’d have to go back to the ideate stage and 
come up with new ones.
 Can you use the design-thinking stages to structure and organise the strategizing 
work shown in Figure 4? Yes, you can. What’s more, the stages are compatible with 
the approach of creating and validating a product strategy discussed in this book. 
You should therefore be able to apply the practices in a design-thinking context.

Continuous Strategizing
As helpful as timeboxed strategizing is to create a new product strategy 
and roadmap, it is not enough. The world doesn’t stand still; markets 
and technologies change; new competitors emerge. It is therefore im-
portant that you practise continuous strategizing and regularly review 
and adapt your strategy and roadmap. This includes the following 
five activities: First, determining the product performance using key 
performance indicators (KPIs), such as engagement, conversion, and 
customer satisfaction. Second, reviewing market trends that might im-
pact your product like machine learning and Internet of Things (IoT). 
Third, keeping an eye on the competition and monitoring the changes 
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you competitors make to their product portfolios and individual offer-
ings. Fourth, following developments at your own company that might 
affect the product strategy and roadmap, for instance, a change in the 
business strategy. Fifth, meeting selected users and customers at least 
once per quarter, be it online or onsite. This will help you empathise 
with them and discover new ideas for product enhancements and new 
offerings.

You can think of continuous strategizing as an ongoing workflow. 
This workflow directs the tactical work and informs the detailed prod-
uct decisions that are captured in the product backlog.7 At the same 
time, insights from the tactical work influence the strategic decisions 
and help you adapt the product roadmap and strategy. As mentioned 
before, the strategic and tactical work should be connected, and strate-
gic and tactical product decisions should be closely aligned.8 

To help you effectively carry out the continuous strategizing work, 
I recommend the following two measures: First, make sure that you 
allocate enough time, at least half a day per week as a rule of thumb. 
Some product people like to spend one hour per day on continuous 
strategizing, others prefer to carry out the necessary work once or twice 
per week. Note that the amount of uncertainty and change present will 
impact the strategizing effort: A young product requires a higher effort 
compared to an older, mature one. Second, schedule regular strategy 
and roadmap reviews—roughly once per quarter—and invite stake-
holders and development team members to them. 

7 Torres (2021, 21) suggests that continuous discovery involves carrying out 
research activities at least once per week, which include interacting with 
customers.

8 One way to achieve this is to ask the person in charge of the product to look after 
the product strategy and product roadmap as well as the product backlog. This 
results in what I call full-stack ownership: The individual owns the product top 
to bottom, so to speak. To apply this concept on larger products and in a scaled 
environment, use specialised product roles that are responsible for product parts 
like features and components as I explain in Pichler (2016). Using product goals 
on the product roadmap and copying the next one into the product backlog is 
another alignment measure, as I discuss in more detail in the section Derive the 
Product Backlog from the Roadmap.
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The first measure helps you avoid nasty surprises such as a compet-
itor offering a new killer feature. It makes it more likely that you notice 
early warning signs like declining sign-up rates, increasing churn, or 
growing number of support calls. This allows you to be responsive and 
take action early so you don’t end up firefighting and possibly having 
to resolve a crisis. The quarterly reviews help you consider longer time 
frames and bigger trends. By involving stakeholders and development 
team representatives—ideally the same people who helped you create 
the current product strategy and roadmap—you leverage people’s col-
lective expertise, create alignment, and secure buy-in. While I do recom-
mend that you schedule the reviews in advance, you should, of course, 
not wait for the next review if there are new developments that need 
to be urgently addressed. Instead, hold the next collaborative review as 
soon as possible.

Tips for Making Time for Continuous Strategizing

As the person in charge of the product, you might find that your workload is already 
so high that practising continuous strategizing seems impossible. If that’s the case, 
then follow these four tips to free up time: 
 First, don’t carry out tasks that are not part of your actual role. This includes 
taking on Scrum Master duties, which is a common mistake in my experience.9 
Second, delegate and share some of the work. For instance, the development team 
members might be able to do some product backlog refinement work on their own. 
Third, don’t task-switch. Instead, do one thing at a time. Every time you start a new 
task, be it reading an email or looking at new data, you need time to remind yourself 
of what has to be done and how to do it. Fourth, take regular breaks that allow 
you to recharge. Working too hard for too long is counterproductive. Productivity 
drops and mistakes increase.
 Be aware that de-prioritising or neglecting strategic work will most likely lead to 
unplanned work in the future. If you don’t make time to listen to the users and watch 
the market, then don’t be surprised if engagement and referral rate are down or 
if a competitor leapfrogs you. In this sense, strategizing is like riding a bicycle or 
driving a car: If you don’t look ahead, you’re likely to crash. 

9 Taking on Scrum Master responsibilities does not only increase your workload. 
It also hides a systemic problem and organisational impediment: If you seem to 
be able to take on the Scrum Master role, then there is little need for your com-
pany to hire or develop Scrum Masters.
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Digital Products and Product Strategy

A product strategy and a product roadmap are plans that describe the 
value a product should create. But what is a product? While this might 
seem a trivial question, I find that many organisations lack a clear and 
shared answer to it, especially when it comes to digital products. This, 
however, can cause the following two issues: 

First, you might mistake a product part—like a feature or compo-
nent—for the actual product. I view a feature as a product capability, 
as a large piece of functionality, for instance, the ability to save a file. 
A component is an architecture building block like a service, layer, or 
subsystem. It might be the code that handles data storage, to stay with 
the example. This mistake would cause you to create a feature or com-
ponent strategy and a feature or component roadmap. But these plans 
would be too detailed and fine grained. They would provide no real 
value despite increasing the planning and coordination effort. 

Second, you might make the mistake to view a product portfolio 
or a product bundle like Adobe Creative Cloud and Microsoft Office 
as a product.10 This can lead to a strategy and a roadmap that is too 
coarse-grained and high-level. Consequently, it does not offer enough 
guidance for the stakeholders and development teams working on the 
individual products. 

These mistakes show that it’s important to be clear on what a prod-
uct is and if the asset you manage is a product before you create a prod-
uct strategy and roadmap. I view a product as an entity that creates 
specific value for a group of people, for the users and customers, and 
for the organisation that develops it. The former is achieved by solving 
a problem—think of Google Search, which addresses the challenge of 
finding information on the Internet—or by providing a tangible bene-
fit—take Microsoft Word, which allows people to easily create and edit 
documents. Creating value for the business is accomplished by directly 
generating revenue, like Microsoft Office does, helping promote or sell 

10 For more information on product bundles, please refer to the section Create a 
Product Bundle in the chapter Product Strategy Development.
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other products or services, think of an online store like Amazon.com, 
and increasing productivity and reducing cost, as an internal software 
platform does, for instance.11 To put it differently, a product is a val-
ue-creating vehicle: It’s an asset that exists to enhance people’s lives and 
to help an organisation grow and prosper.

If an asset does not create value for its users, customers, and the 
company, then it is not a product. Take Microsoft Word as an example. 
As a user, I can open a file, edit it, and save it. These three capabilities 
represent steps in a common user journey, they might be developed by 
dedicated teams, and they might require complex technical solutions. 
But I would view them as features, not products, as they do not provide 
value to the users and to Microsoft on their own.

Tips for Identifying Digital Products

If you struggle to determine which assets are products and which ones aren’t, then 
follow this approach: Start with the users and customers and identify your products 
outside-in. Ask yourself why people use the capabilities you offer. Which problems 
do they try to address, which benefits do they want to obtain, or which jobs do they 
try to get done? You can answer these questions by observing and interviewing 
users and by using relevant analytics data.
 Additionally, begin with revenue-generating products, which are usually 
comparatively easy to identify: These are the assets people are willing to pay 
for. An example would be the products sold on an online retailer’s website. Then 
consider the supporting products like the website and mobile apps that allow the 
customers to find and purchase the right products. Finally, determine any internal 
technical products like a software platform or a data repository. This should give 
you a clear understanding of the products in your business and put you in a good 
position to make the right strategic product decisions.

11 Please see the section Take Advantage of Software Platforms in the chapter 
Product Strategy Development for more information on platforms.


