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Gilb’s Mythodology Column

Advanced Product Owners

by Tom & Kai Gilb

We are going to argue that the normally defined role of Product
Owner (PO) is inadequate for projects that have serious multiple
quality requirements, and consequent architecture processes, to
deliver the necessary levels of performance and quality.

This includes all large serious projects, such as government
or corporate projects. We do not want to argue that the
Product Owner role as conventionally defined is inadequate
for small projects, nor for projects that are not dependent
on multiple state of the art quality, performance, and cost

levels - and the consequent architecture to meet them.

However, a point is reached where a project is so demanding that
methods adequate for smaller projects will fail. The methods of a

homeowner-built house will not work for a 200-story skyscraper.

The Scrum project failure rate (about 19%) may be better than
waterfall (more like 40%) [3] due to better feedback. But killing only
one out of five pedestrians at a crossing, as opposed to two out of
five, is still not good enough. We need to get closer to zero project
failures in IT development. The myth is that the conventional PO

process is universal, and that it scales up to any type of project.

| believe we need to become more aware of the limits of today’s
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dogma, and to identify practices appropriate for Agile methods in
the more demanding projects.

The myths of the process owner are in italics below (http://www.
mountaingoatsoftware.com/agile/scrum/product-owner). Our
comments will briefly indicate another point of view for the more
demanding projects. This column will not allow us to argue in
detail, but the references will help those who need more depth.
The purpose of this column is to open up the debate for a less
dogmatic and less oversimplified presentation.

1. The Scrum product owner is typically a project’s key stakeholder.
[1] The PO in reality needs to perform at least three very distinct
functions, which are well understood in larger scale software
engineering, and enterprise IT.

Requirements Engineering (RE): this is NOT a matter of User
Stories. This is primarily a matter of quantified specification of
the top-level primary drivers of a project [5]: qualities such as
security, usability, and adaptability [4]), project constraints, and
performance requirements. There is no such concept as this in
Scrum or other similar Agile variations at present.
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The Advanced Product Owner function for complex projects needs
to be able to manage multiple top level and critical performance
improvement objectives, while managing multiple resources and
constraints. Simple specifications such as User Stories and Burn
Down Charts will not do this job.

Architecture Engineering (AE): this is the process of finding a set
of high-level architectures or designs which will probably deliver (to
be verified in each sprint by measurement of delivered value and
of costs) the quality levels, and performance levels within resource
constraints, as specified in the top-level requirements above [6].
There is no such concept as this in Scrum or other similar Agile
variations at present.

Dynamic Prioritization [7]: deciding what to do next.

2. Part of the product owner’s responsibilities is to have a
vision of what he or she wishes to build, and to convey that
vision to the scrum team [1].

Large projects have something like 40 or more stakeholders, each
of whom has several requirements. No single individual can know
of, and be responsible for, a complete vision. At best a single
Requirements Engineer (or Business Analyst, or more likely a team)
can collect the information from all stakeholders, and specify,
validate, and refine it iteratively as the project progresses, and
present it in a clear testable manner.

3. This is key to successfully starting any Agile software
development project [1].

There are many ‘keys’ to starting, and successfully completing, an
Agile project. The PO armed with User Stories is NOT a main key in
the case of large-scale complex projects [2]. The main key (though
there are several!) in our view is to measurably establish the top
ten primary improvements that the project will deliver: the primary
stakeholder values [5]. The User Stories are, in reality, detailed
designs to deliver higher level values such as usability and security.
The Scrum PO has no concept of this now. But Scrum Inc. has
agreed that something like this is necessary. So it might happen.

4. The Agile product owner does this in part through the
product backlog, which is a prioritized features list for the
product [1].

Intelligent prioritization of large-scale and complex systems is a
highly dynamic process which depends on very many factors [7].
The Business Analyst can at best collect a diverse set of information
that can be used to determine priorities for the next sprint. But the
numeric feedback from delivered sprints (what value was delivered,
what it cost) needs to be applied to determine the current priority.
We find that spreadsheet feedback from projects can be used to
calculate current priorities. You do not need a PO, you need the
key facts and measures of progress.

5. The product owner is commonly a lead user of the system,
or someone from marketing or product management, or
anyone with a solid understanding of users, the market place,
the competition, and of future trends for the domain or type of
system being developed [1].

For small projects we have no problem with this. For our large
and complex projects we need, as stated above, professional

Page 64 9B

requirements competence to represent all critical stakeholder
requirements, and to create professional architecture.

6. The Scrum product owner’s job is to motivate the team with
a clear, elevating goal [1].

Well, this is fine for simpler projects. But in larger projects there
is always a set of key objectives, so the motivation needs to be to
reach the set of clear objectives. We suspect that this job is best
tackled by the Project Manager. But we agree that motivation is
critical.

7. Team members know best what they are capable of, and so
they select which user stories from the top of the product
backlog they can commit to delivering during any sprint [1].

We agree that development team members are best placed to
understand their delivery capability in a sprint. The PO need not
be involved.

8. The product owner role requires an individual with certain
skills and traits, including availability, business savvy, and
communication skills. First, the Scrum product owner needs to
be available to his or her team. The best product owners show
commitment by doing whatever is necessary to build the best
product possible - and that means being actively engaged with
their teams [1].

For larger projects the concept of this single individual is under-
dimensioned. The skills needed are the skills of multi-stakeholder
requirements analysis, and then the skills of design architects and

engineers to find appropriate technology to deliver the stakeholder
values. This is a highly specialized and qualified team as discussed

above. The current PO does not have the responsibility, the train-
ing, or the capability to do this well enough on larger projects, the

ones that fail today.

9. Business savvy is important for the agile product owner be-
cause he or she is the decision maker regarding what features
the product will have. That means the Agile PO should understand
the market, the customer, and the business in order to make
sound decisions [1].

This is properly the task of a marketing function, which is one of
many stakeholders for larger projects.

10. Finally, communication is a large part of the product owner’s
responsibilities. The product owner role requires working closely
with key stakeholders throughout the organization and beyond,
so he or she must be able to communicate different messages
to different people about the project at any given time [1].

Sounds good to us! But we need to specifically learn to
communicate the many critical qualities which make up about 70%
of stakeholder values. Current PO culture with current User Stories
do not even recognize this task. It is too focused on churning out
code and features. We need a culture that recognizes that code is
not the center of the universe. It should be about building systems
to deliver value to stakeholders. The current Product Owner and
User-Story model is dangerously inadequate for that task. If people
recognized that it has limits, and that we need an engineering
culture to tackle the larger and more complex projects, we believe
our profession could move towards the reasonable target of zero
defects for project success. [ ]
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